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MR. BAXTER

Mir. Baxter drew back the cartain and peceed down at

Tih Avenue, 1t was the first day of December. For the month
of December, the city of New York changed for the good.
Bepgars made maore mosey. People smiled more, Strings of
colpured :|-!'j1lx!'-|.||l\:q'|,| from aw g and windows,

Mr, Baxter pressed his forelead againgt the cold
W |r.1_1n'.-.'|_'.._| i IE was all |1|.||I1‘.:|1!.: U 0 that terrilde dav, that
one terrible day.

Below, the street bustled with traffi. Even early ona
sunday morning, howrns honked, Brakes sereechad. The faint
sepeam of a siren grew louder, And here it came, louder and
lader, The screa IHimg ambalance cul a F'J.||1 ‘.i:r-.'-|:||.:|1 the cars
amad trucks, © Poor soul,”

Mr. Baster looked across Tth Avenue, at the empty lod. He
spent a good part of his ..|.'|:.' '-I.ﬁriu!'_ at thal ety o, {1k, il
wasn't complerely empty. The kot was a storage place lor city
work crews. It was surrounded by a high chain-link fence
with barbed wire strung along the top. And inside the fence
there wiere barrels and cables and coils of plastic pipe Iving
around.

Bt it was emipry enough. Staring down, his mind could
wander. He was 70 years old. And today was the first day of a
month that he dreaded all year
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¥ F'].m ngers rode bundled up in their coats A bl
the middle seat was lucky i

and a fur hag,

#k woman
enough to be wearing gloves, a wool

three me e j
The three men Squeezed together in the back se;

it weren't so

8 cold. Where are i 1
i eFe are our hats? Did yoy re

'I'E in my suitcase, Noway I'd leave
cial hats. Those
H-":ki?u

member 1o pack

| . those hats behind, neg
1als are going 1o bring us lots of business
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He was answered with a nod, and a husky, “Yeah.
s @ it R
[e airporter hit another pothole. Most of the passengers ;} €
LS . o
The | * 5 ack and forth. The
thrown against each other. The luggage slid back and fi «
three men in the back seat only swayed together, they were ;u
rec me : \ 2 i
tightly packed. The two smaller men sat on either side of the
larger, heavier man.
“No way ['d forget those hats.
The little bus lurched again. 5
“Holy smoke! Don't they fix the roads here] oo
I [} H y " Iltl l HILI
The woman in the fur hat turned her head. "They ve
fixing the expressway for Hive years.
7 ] r B T
“You must be a New Yorker, am | right
The woman nodded, | | )
“Me and my buddies here, we're from Canada -
- : ; “Is ¢ wpie, | hear.
*Oht" with a faint smile of interest. “1t's cold up t:-. re, | he
As she spoke, puffs of frozen air rose from her mouth. .
- : ] 1 (] . I‘
“By the way, I'm Glen.” His round face was eager and open
') . F o ; - ; - Wi Ih]ﬁ Il‘.
deep-set eves took everything in. He turned to his lett. ™1
Hank.” | N .
Hank smiled a shy smile beneath his handlebar :!11;.-hh e,
. | [ 7, EXPOSE : spot at
Then he turned to look out the window, exposing the bald spc
the back of his head. -
“And on my right here, this is Nicki. | ..
“Hey, how va doing?” Nick's voice was low and warm.
extended his small but strong hand to the woman. 1 e
Glen cut in. “We're from a small village in British Columbia.
T LS - .
He waved towards the window. “And now look—

e —
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hey were Crossing a bridge, ‘I'he skyline of New York offe red

itsell 10 view. Glen leaned forward, talking fast in his excitement,
“Ma'am, how many people

live in New York City? How many
would you say?” I

“Tdon't really know® said the black woman.
“A million? Two million?"

“Ifs over eight million,” offered a man in the I
Glen grinped. “¢

stess how many peaple
on. Just guess.”

The woman laughed, *| 4, 't have any jdes "
“Only 600, Six hundred people.” Glen Bripped the back of her
‘seal as he stared out the side window, His dark hair was Cropped
“elose at the back of his thick ruddy neck, The
grey at his temples. |
~ Nick was also staring out at the city. “Yeah, man, whar a trip,”
Heshook his head in wonder, His grey frizzy hair was pulled back
S from his high forehead and tied in 4 ponytail with strip of
leather. His face was strong-boned, and his nose had 5 slight hook
' ithe bridge. His dark eyesand his skin shone with health. “This i
me place, man,” he murmured “Some place.”
SWe're here on an adveniure said Glen,
Hement,

Hvard sear,
live in our village. Gio

rewas only a touch of

his eyes .~\.]‘|i||ir|yI with

d to make money,” was lank’s quiet comment 1o himself,

¢ driver velled over hie shoulder.

r Street and 24¢)y”

_. H_m:k woman held up her gloved hand, “That's my stop.”
SHE Qirporter slowed, pulling over to the curh, The

“Who's getting our ay
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' gathered her coat around her bulk, and hung her purse over her
I arm. “Thank you.” She stepped down, her elbow guided by Nick.

One by one, the passengers got off at their stops, The back door
of the airporter would open wide. Exhaust fumes would pour n
while the driver pulled out suitcases, set them on the curb, and
took his fare.

Now the bus sped down 7th Avenue, picking up speed. The
driver wanted to beat the red light. At the last minute, he hit the
brakes. The three men in the back seat were thrown forward,
“Whaa!™

With the green light the litle bus lurched forward. 1t wove
between yellow taxicabs as it sped down the avenue.

1 “The guy’s a maniac,” muttered Hank.
Glen gripped the back of the seat ahead. "No one’s staying in

their own lane.”

“Seventh Avenue and Greenwich!” barked the driver.

“That's us,” cried Glen, starting up from the seat.

Nick laid a hand on Glen's arm. “Take it easy. Let the man stop.”

“Where are we supposed to wait?” asked Hank. His brow fur-
rowed. “Which corner?”

Nick lifted his arm and pointed out the window on Hank's side.
Leather fringe hung down from the sleeve of his suede jacket,
“Ower there, in front of that empty lot with the chain-link fence.”

The three men now began their wait at the southeast corner of the
intersection. All their possessions lay on the sidewalk at their feet.

l 3 Turne Wise Mey

TTwo knapsacks, and a suitcase tied with a rope. Plus their sleeping
bags.

Their breath rose in clouds, Hank stamped his feet. He hugged
himself o keep warm. His wide mustache became frosted from
his breath.

*Hank, move over here!” Glen waved him closer. “There's
warmer air coming up from these grates in the sidewalk.”

A faint clackety-clackery sounded beneath their feet, It rose
quickly to a roar. The two men stared down at the grate. Below, the
rush and rattle of a subway train died away,

Nick was bentovera trash basket at the curb. “Hey, we got some
twine here.” He pulled it out, winding it around his hand. “Twine
always comes in handy when you're living on the street” He
touched his forehead with his finger, to show that he was using his
brains. "We gotta get into survival mode. This is New York City.”

Glen joined him at the curb. A passing truck belched a cloud of
exhaust over the curb, “Phew.” Glen made a face and turned away.
He'd put on his Christmas hat made of green fleece, with earrhr:s

hanging down. Facing away from the street, Glen now studied the
“big billboard high above the empty lot, A siren screamed from far
off, coming closer and closer,

- “Holy jecz!” Glen jumped at the grinding crash of metal against
metal behind him. “What happened?” he cried, turning around,
Quton 7th Avenue, a yellow cab had twisted sideways toa SLOp.,

\Steam rose from under its buckled hood, The avenue was a one-
Way street with six lanes, and traffic still lowed around the

4
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stranded cab. Tts driver stood by its opened door. While traffic
sped past, the cabbie shook his fist in the air, shouting curses.

Glen rolled his eyes and cast a glance along the sidewalk in both
directions. “1 hope no ladies can hear that”

“There's just us,” came a voice, and laughter. Two young
women with shaved heads were walking arm in arm towards the
corner. They wore black leather jackets, black jeans, and black
leather boots. One of the women wore a silver ring in her nostril,

They stepped off the curb without waiting for the ligght.

Clen stared after them. It was a dangerous intersection. There
weren't just two streets crossing here—there were three, coming
in at different angles.

l But no one seemed worried. Other New Yorkers were walking
out into the traffic, They dodged the cars and trucks that sped

past.
A tow truck had arrived. A policeman now waved the traffic

around the smashed taxicab.
But Glen's attention was elsewhere. His stomach was growling

pockets, boys,” he called from inside the sweater. “1'm going over
to that pizea place across the street. We need breakfast.” In a
moment his red, cheerful face emerged, The sweater had a pattern
of reindeer and big snowflakes. "My sister knit this. He smoothed
the sweater over his round stomach.

Watching Glen hurry away, Hank turned to Nick. “How long
do you think we'll have to wait? | thought the van was supposed to

as he pulled a thick heavy sweater over his head, "Dig into your
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be h”‘:" when we arrived.” He checked his wristwatch, "Are v
sure this corner is the right one? There's Mdmn-{m : - "Are !r:tu
"Il happen, man. All in 00d time sl mix-up?

Hank frowned, and squinted up at the sky. It was a pale. cold
hh.m He was dressed for winter, with long u“dﬂ.“.c;r nI:L 1 L:_
skin. He wore hiking boots and red wool knee socke. Th " - _m
reached up to meet green wool knickers. élr:d :-.us : Hdﬁh
stretched up over the shoulders of his Bliek tiaie H:":lﬂ F;.rs
like a slender, handsome elf—an elf with a hiltlﬂ[l.‘bal‘lllmﬁt'"';'i N

Church bells rangout over the noise of the traffic .i.hcirrlnl-.. -:;'.
otes seemed to hover in the bare branches of the ol : s
#1'[—3 big oak on the other side of Greenwich Aw“w? ree in

An " ile [
d here came Glen, trot ing back in his reindeer sweater and

wearing a big grin, "1 1 tuy i i
:’hﬂmlﬁ L old the guy about my pizza parlor back
¥ He E?ndcd out the slices of pizza on their squares of waxed
I ptr.r ;L‘I'E'gu:r' s ltalian, He told me his secret. He always sprin-
 Kles a lir -:urn. meal on his pans first, to get a crisper crust” H
oK. an eager bite of his pizza slice. S
Atthe smell :fndsighl of food, pigeons circled in the air. Several
d on the sidewalk. They approached with jerky steps
S00N more pigeons landed, o : 2 -

; « 10 gather around Nick. He was
mark. “Hey man, vou hungry?” R

_ With jerky steps, tl i

E ; _ : ¥ sleps, the Coning
l'_}“d i around his feet. Nick was wearing high brown

sins th: hed his 6

- h.s hthat I:I'I-."I[LJ'ILI'.I his fringed jacket. The moccasins

e igh on his calves and were wrapped with leather thongs
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He was tearing off bits from his pizza slice and tossing them to the RE o R , i

: E I ! Jooking at us with binoculars. | think he’s been watching us ever
since we got here,” Lt

S0 'GJIPIE,‘EI:HIE- “'IllL-ﬂ.Iln. Wi I h,'li'lﬂl'li'l |-||- 1" iﬁ'llLli R 3
* ) I'I ! II |.. I” LS e E j W TRIrCe ITHEE

Hank kept his pizza to himself. He leaned against the chain-
link fence taking small, slow bites. Behind him, above the vacam bums on the street.” Glen lifted his arm and waved a friend
lot, the huge billboard announced: But the man at the third floor window dr._-l.,.,- ';: +.Ikrn rn:rlf,- wave,
80 be seen. Wk, as if skartled

PErEY STREET THEATER—PROUDLY LESBIAN-UWKED

But the signs on the stores across 7th Avenue had already
caught his attention.
THE ViLLAGE VANGUARD

wasn't that a famous jazz club? It didn’t look very lamous
There was a dirty-looking awning, and the entrance was down a
few steps from street level. Hank chewed his pizza.

Quik-Sropr Dry CLeanErs - ONE-Houk SERVICE
Hah! They always say one hour,and it always takes two or three
: days to get your cleaning back.
At the next sign he chuckled, his breath rising in a foggy wisp.
“{ isten to this, vou guys!” Hank read the sign aloud:
Eanr PlERCING
, Your CHorce: With Paix, ok WitnouT Pais
Above the sign, a fire escape zig-zagged up the side of the build
ing. Hank's gaze followed the metal stairs up, and up. Without
taking his eyes off the building, he called out, *Glen, come over

here.”
“What? What is 12"
“I'm not going to point. But there’san old guy at the window up

there. across the street. Above the sign that says “With Pain or
Without Pain.” Do you see him? Up on the third floor. Hes

i
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MR. BAXTER

Mr. Baxter lowered his binoculars and stepped back from the
window, For o moment he felt the old excitement. Something
was going on across the avenue. He had an instinct aboun
these things, From vears of habit, he suspected the worst.
This was natural in his line of work. That is, in what had been
his line of work, for 40 years. Mr Baxter was retined now,

He sighed. Wy ol himself? Nothing was going on across
the street. He set the binoculars back on top of the TV,

Once again, his thoughts were pulled back to the past. It
was a past that he would rather forget. He usually managed to
put it out of his mind for |1 months of the year, But the
month of December was different, Every morning, he woke
to the knowledge of what he'd done. Or rather, what he'd
failed 1o do, that December, all those years ago.

He bent his grey head 1o his hands, Why had he been such
a fool?

i

2

AN HOUR LATER

s
. nhour later a brown van drew up at the curb, The driver rolled
lown the window. In a thick New York accent he velled, “Where
ya from?” | 1

“What do you mean?” asked Hank.
?-L'»'I IEI{-E'd you where ya from. Don't give me any trouble,”
Glen piped up, “We're fram Canada,”
. And Hank pointed to his own head. He wore a red wool cap
ith “CANADA" in white letters across the brow, endi
nite maple leat, “Can't vou reads”
 The driver turned off his engine, set the brake. and climbed out.
Heleft the van's door open, “It's all yours,” He blew his nose in a
MTinkled rag. He put the rag back in his pocket, and started 1o
K away.

man, hold on,” cried Nick. “Where's the keys?"
driver stopped, and turned slowly around. “| keep the

ngin a big

-'||
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keys—on orders from the boss.” Turning to go, hve jerked his head
toward the van. “That's your Home Sweet Home for the next
month,”

Clen's earnest voice could be heard calling from inside the van.
“There's only two foam pads in here! And there’s three of us.”

“Relax, Glennie.” Nick leaned in at the open door. “Two beds
are all we're gonna need at one time. One of us has gotta stay
awake to keep watch.”

“It smells pretty musty in here,” Glen's voice echoed in the
hollow space. "Hey! There'sa heater here in the back.” He brought
it out, and set it down on the sidewalk grate.

The small electric heater looked like something set out for the
garbage truck.

“Ihere's only one problem.” Hank's face was pinched from the
cold, his nose was red above his mustache,

“What's thag?”

“How are we going to plug it in?”

Their problem was soon to be solved.

A man was approaching across the sidewalk. “Excuse me.” He
looked to be about Glen or Hank's age—40 or so. He was wearing
a heavy army surplus coat, yet he shivered, His nose was running.
When he spoke, it was with a sleepy southern drawl. " You-all got a
cigarette?”

Glen laid a kindly hand on the man’s shoulder. " Buddy, yol're
already smoking a cigarette.”

“Oh.” He seemed to wake up. With dirty fingers he removed the
cigarette from his mouth. He looked atit. “50 am.” He placed the

L L]
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‘gigarette back betwe happed li [

.:-E"T C -..c'n his chapped lips. He squinted up at Glen.
*Might you have a cigarette anvway?”

L "Gee, no, ['m sorry.” Gle vad hi !

. Gt ry.” Glen spread his palms out. "None of us
smoke, you see.

En e o 7
L “That's too bad.” But the fellow didn't move on. He stood there

shivering in his jacket. His pale eves were half-closed. His reddish
hair was matted and dirty, -
You look prety beat,” offered Glen.
The man nodded, “The cops on the subway kept waking me up
all fast night. And you have to keep one eye open for muggers,” He
thitched up the pack on his back. “Thev'll steal vour ﬁ!u}'l'"
L] £ : ; . I
The subway? You rode the subway all night™
0 "That'’s the cheapest way 1o keep warm.” i
|- “Speaking of keeping warm...” Hank had squatted down by
:-:ﬂ:l-:h:ﬂt-l:'r, He was frowning. “We'll need along cord ! I
:,::pwrlu-{rrecnwifh Avenue, "And we'll need somewh
-\.-h.-
o The stranger brightened. “You-all need a cord?™ A fit of cough-
__:i!gnnd hacking stopped him for 2 moment, When he recovered
ﬂhfl wasa look of hope in his pale eyes, “How
! this cord to bei”
Hank looked around. “Well, I'm not sure. I'd sav at least 100

eet, maybe 150,

. Thest ranger blew out a stream of smoke and then hurried away
with a sense of purpose, :l

S When he returned, there was a sl

"He glanced
ere o plug it

long would you like

eepy smile on his face. The
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coilsof an electric cord were looped over his arm. He dumped the
cord by the little heater,

Nick eyed the cord with suspicion. ™ That's great, man, don’t get
me wrong..." He stopped himself, then continued in a gentler
tone. "Tell me, where you from? You sound like you're from one of
the southern states.”

“I'm from the state of Texas.” The man's smile widened. There
were several teeth missing,

“And what's your name?”

“Eddy.”

“Eddy. Texas Eddy. That's great, man, that's great. But here’s the
thing, Eddy. We don't want any stolen goods.”

Eddy's smile faded. “That cord isn't stolen.” His trembling
fingers reached up to his cigarette, “There’s no need to steal in this
city. Anything you can imagine, people throw it away.”

“Sorry, no offense, right? Hey, let's shake hands. Yeah, that's
great.”

Eddy's voice took on an edge of pride. "1 can get you anything
you need. | know where everything is. If | don’t know where it is, |
know where to look.”

Nick and Hank and Glen exchanged glances. Then Hank
asked, “How much for the cord?™

Eddy sniffed. He took a deep dragon his cigarette, He wiped his
runny nose on his sleeve. “Four bucks.”

The cord proved to be 200 feet long. It was a heavy-duty cord,

with a three-prong plug. And the reason that it had been thrown

ToneEr Wise Mex

way? The flaw was a small cutin the rubber in one place. But that
puld be mended with tape.

L Hank pulled out his wallet. “We'll take it

Glen'’s eyes narrowed. “What about some black plastic Or 4
arp? We've got to build ourselves a shelter here.”

| "1 thought we were going to live in the van,”

\Nick cut in. “The van is just to sleep in. We need a place | can
gook. .. Hey Eddy, my man. Think you can find me a campstove?
A two-burner?™

FAnd we'll need a hammer,” added Hank.

Joined in. “How about a lamp, so we can sit and read?”
By now, Eddy’s cigarette burned dangerously close to his lip.
fou-all want plastic...™ He squinted into the distance, as if in his
- d’s eye he saw a nice big roll of it. “Tarp, campstove.... lamp.”
de bent down and picked up a cigarette butt from the sidewalk.
delit this fresh butt from the ashy stub stuck to hislower lip. Then
. icked off the old cigarette with his tongue, It wasn't a very
zalthy looking tongue. It was coated white. The truth was, Eddy

..;-_:. smell very good. And as he walked away, Hank finally drew
pdeep breath in relief,

ithin a few hours, Eddy had earned himself $20. And he'd
old them where 1o find scrap lumber with P'Il".l'llj-" l.'ll-g{ll:li nails in
L500 down Greenwich two blocks. You-all can find a big green

mpster on the north side of the street.” He folded his money
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Nick pointed at the bills. “Tell me the truth now, Eddy. You
gonna use that for drugs?”

Eddy's pale eves met Nick's dark stare. He spoke as if insulted.
“I don't do drugs.”

“Well, what is it? You gonna drink up that money?”

“1f 1 drink I get a headache.” Eddy stuffed the bills into his army
jacket. “I plan to rent a room and catch some sleep.” He had never
stopped shivering, “1 might buy myself a steak sandwich.”

Glen laughed. “And a pack of cigarettes?™

“No..." Eddy eved a couple walking past. “1 don't buy ciga-
rettes.” The woman tossed her half-smoked cigarette to the gutter.
Eddy walked over and picked up the burning cigarette. He
pinched its glowing end, and slipped the butt into his pocket.

- The sun had risen as high in the sky as it could on that winter
day. It beamed down its pale warmth.

- The work had warmed Nick's blood, He paced, feeling restless,
pinally he dug around in his backpack—and pulled out his flute.
e flute was made up of nine reeds placed side by side. Each reed
a different length, which meant that it sounded a different
2. Itwas called a pan-tlute, being named after Pan, the ancient
god of nature.

* Nick slipped the flute into the pocket of his fringed jacket,
looked up. He stopped hammering. He was making a
able out of an old door found in the dumpster. “Where are you
going " he asked Nick in a worried voice. *What if the trees come
phen you're gone?™

“lgotta give Kate a call.”

.J-::!'-F il lhmJghl YOI [we broke L, I Thﬂ“gl'l.[ shewasin't tﬂ“lil'lg [

B].r two o'clock that afternoon, the three men had nailed together
a small hut from scrap lumber. From the roof of the brown van, o
they slanted down some old two-by-fours. These rafters they p- ‘snot. But, hey..." Nick patted his pocket. “1 got my flute.”
covered with a blue plastic tarp. They secured the tarp with the _. headed over 10 8th Avenue, There was b:L}u ndl o be a
twine that Nick had fished from the trash basket. shone booth over there. As he walked he whistled, with his chin

Black plastic covered the two walls on either side. But the front edd high. Even at age 55, there was a bounce to Nick's step. It was
of the little shelter was open to the sidewalk and people passing by, he had more energy than his slight body could contain. He
some of the people looked in, then walked on. Some stopped 1o Bould feel the hum of the city in his veins. He felt lucky. This was
watch Hank swing his hammer, and to offer him advice. ~. to be his lucky day, no doubt about it

And some people didn't even glance over as they strode past. The bell on his Christmas hat jingled at the back of his mind
They were used to secing strange things on the streets of their city, 'I ‘pulled it off and stuffed it into his other pocket as he thd;
What they saw now was just three more homeless men, building a g With both hands he smoothed back his grey frizzy hair. His
shelter that the police would soon order them to tear down. cky day.

231 23
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The phone booth over at fth Avenue was already in use. Inside,
a kid leaned with his back against the glass, Graffiti had been
spraved all over the sides of the phone booth. The marks and
wiggles spelled out people's names, or strange messages. Nick
walked around to the other side of the booth. He tried to catch the
kid's eve. Pacing back and forth, he jingled the coins in his pocker.
But the boy didn't really see him. There were tears running down
his cheeks as he pleaded into the phone. Nick lifted his hand in
apology. “Sorry, take your time, no hurry.”

Killing time, Nick strolled along the sidewalk. A tall black man
limped past on one crutch, fangle jangle jangle. He was shaking
coins in a tomato can. The clatter hurt Nick's ears. The beggar
paused. His skin was strangely grey. Nick looked up into the man’s
eves. The man stared back. Nick knew he was supposed 1o put
money into the tomato can. He dug in his pocket, and brought up
a couple of Canadian quarters. 1 guess you can't use these.” The
man didn’t even blink an eye, he simply turned on his cruich and
limped on. The jangle jangle jangle carried for a block or more.

Nick turned around and strolled back. He stopped in front of a
woman who sat cross-legged on a blanket. She was selling used
clothing and books.,

Wick glanced over at the phone booth—still busy.

“Hey, what you got here?” He picked up a little pocket diction-
ary from the blanket and thumbed through its pages. There sure
were a lot of words he didn't know. He glanced around at all the
books spread out on the blanket.

Nick didn't remember ever having read an entire book. After

14
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0 inutes of reading his body would get jumpy, restless, He'd
save fo get up and go chop some firewood or something, Seeing
gl these books, he thought of Kate, In his opinion she read more
books than was good for a human being, In fact, right at this very
ment, she was probably reading. Back in Calgary she'd be
g the Sunday paper in bed. Nick pictured her in bed, Kate
aclassy lady. a college professor, very smart. Nick sighed. No
gitirng around it. Kate, she's a beautiful woman,
s Wick paid for the little dictionary and waited for his change,
he boy with the tear-stained face walked past. The phone booth
ow stood empty.
 Nick dialed the operator, and gave her Kate's number, He was
alling collect. He heard Kate's “Hello?” His heart beat fast. The
gperator was asking Kate if she would accept a collect call from

¢ Stampano. There was a long pause. As he waited, Nick pulled
it the pan-flute in his jacket pocket. It was stuck.

Al right,” came Kate's reply, “1'll take the call.”

Nick yanked the flute from his pocket. He cradled the phone
etween his ear and his shoulder. He needed both hands 1o play

e Hute. He set his lips to the reeds, and began playing a mrﬁ:-t,r.aﬁ
lody. He put his heart into it. Through the music he was telling
Fthat he was sorry, and that he loved her. “Surely we are meant
be together,” the music pleaded.
‘The notes from the pan-flute filled the phone booth and floated
it to the sidewalk, A small tree nearby seemed almost to be lis-
ening Its roots grew under the sidewalk, but the sweet notes
fifted through its bare, cold branches,

%
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Nick lifted his mouth from the flute. With his ear still squeezed
to the phone, he listened. “Kate? Are you there?” There wasonly a
dial tone. She'd hung up.

“When is Nick coming back?” Glen waited for Hank to stop
hammering at his table and answer. The church bells up on 7th
Avenue were ringing again. They were calling to Glen. He couldn’t
wait any longer. It was now or never.

“Hank, | hate to leave you here alone, but 1..."

Hank waved him away with the hammer. “Go on, get out of
here. You're making me nervous.”

“You sure?”

At the curb, Glen decided to act like a New Yorker and not wait
for the green light. But halfway across Greenwich—"Holy
Cow!"—he had 1o leap to the curb as a truck barely missed him,

Glen was headed for the large stone church, up a block on Tih
Avenue. When he'd first heard the bells ringing that morning, an
idea had popped into his head, Why hadn't he thought of it
betore?

Reaching the church, he paused below the wide stone steps
leading up to the entrance. Above, the two huge doors were flung
open, the service was over. Glen began climbing the steps and met
with streams of people coming down. He was fighting his way
upstream, like the salmon in the creeks back home. By the time he
reached the top, he was out of breath. He paused for a moment,
huffing and puffing. If he could lose these last 20 or 30 pounds,
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ing would be different. He'd start lifting weights to build
1 . He'd have a flat stomach for the first time since he was 10,
Hnside the empty church, Glen pulled off his Christmas hat, The
ight was dim. He ran his hand back through his short brown hair.
s realized he was sweating. And it was warm here, in this vast,
pllow space.

“He paused to bend a knee and cross himself, before wilking
award: the front. His steps echoed. A bank of candles Mickered 1o
Jeft of the altar. Glen kneeled down at the rail. He was still
Maybe it wasn't just from the climb up the stairs. Maybe
g was nervous at what he was about to do,

- Not all of the candles were lit yet. To light a candle was to send
our prayer to heaven,

en slipped a dollar bill into the collection box. Then he lit a
esh candle. The light reflected in his eyes. He closed them,
ursed his lips together, and bowed his head.

He was 40 vears old. He lived alone in a trailer, Four nights a
ek he made pizza in his cafe and delivered it around the village
-{f his truck, The other three nights of the week he played cards,
ed friends, or read books on naval warfare. He had studied
major sea battle of the Second World War. He knew the
pames of every ship and its commander,

Head bowed, Glen clasped his hands together on the rail, What
didn’t know was all the names of the saints. But he knew that
nt Jude helped women to find husbands, Maybe the Saint could
done of those nice women his way. Silently, Glen prayed:
“Saint Jude, | need your help. I've never been married. I've been
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waiting for the right woman to come along. | know 'm a liutle
overweight. But I've seen other guys. fatter than me. even right
here in New York City, they're walking down the street with a
woanan on their arm.”

At that moment someone knelt down at the rail beside him. He
could smell a wonderful perfume. He could hear the person
breathing. The perfume smelled like wildflowers. A thought raced
through Glen's head: Maybe my prayer has already been answered,
Maybe this is the ore.

He kept his head bowed, but opened his eves to slits and peered
sideways. It was a woman, an elderly woman wearing a flowered
scarf. Her eyes were closed, her lips moving in prayer.

Back at the hut, Hank had run out of nails. The table still needed
one more leg. He came out from the little shelter and looked up
and down the sidewalk. No sign of Glen or Nick. He only needed
four more nails,

“Oaps, sorry,” said Hank, and stepped back. He'd been block-
ing the sidewalk, There were lots of people hurrying past.

So this was Mew York. All his life he'd heard about New York
City, and about Greenwich Village. Greenwich Village was where
all the creative people hung out—actors, dancers, writers.

Hank sighed. His first day in New York, and he was already
homesick. He pulled his jackknife from his pocket and opened its
blade. Picking up a stub of two-by-four, he squatted down, and
began to whittle. Shavings of wood curled off and fell to the
sidewalk.

1.3
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Hank couldn't help it. His spirits were low, He squatted there in
ont of the hut, a small man dressed in red socks, green knickers
ad red suspenders. His knife bit into the wood.

L “What are you doing?” asked a small voice.

“Hank looked up. Alittle girl stood before him. She wore fur ear-
uffs and a coat with a fur collar. An older boy held her by the
nd. The boy was tugging her to come along. “Wait, Bubba. |

Knife in Hank's hand, and at the carved stick of wood. “What are
pu making?”

‘Hank's smile spread beneath his handlebar mustache. “What

puld you like me to make?"

y tried to pull her away. “Wait!" she cried. To Hank she said, “1
my list to Santaalready of what L want. 'm not supposed to be
" But she eyed the stick, as if it might hold something
onderful.
‘Her brother pulled her away. *Bye,” she waved, “Tell Santa | am
:‘,. k watched them go. His heart ached in his chest. He already
sed his own little daughter, Celia.
s sad thoughts were suddenly shattered by the blast of a truck
. Another long blast sounded as someone leaned on his horn,
hen came a shout, “Anybody here?”
Hank folded his knife and jumped up. He squinted into the
:I-H on sun. A long fatbed truck had pulled up behind the van
Lthe one-way street. That was legal. But it wasn't legal for the
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truck’s rear end to stick out into the intersection. Cars on Green-
wich Avenue were having to drive around.

A voung kid in dark glasses climbed down from the cab of the
truck. He couldn't have been more than 18. He was pulling on a
pair of gloves. He paid no attention to the fact that his big truck
was blocking traffic. He seemed not to hear all the horns honking
angrily. He looked Hank up and down. *You the one who's gonna
help me unload these treest”

Hundreds of trees filled the truck’s long deck. Row upon row of
green firs lay on their sides, Each tree was tightly bound, its
branches gathered close with twine. The whole load was secured
with ropes. Already the kid in dark glasses was untying the knots,
He'd pulled himself up onto the edge of the deck.

“Where are they from?” Hank shouted up. He didn’t know
what to do. The kid loosened a rope and tossed it to the sidewalk.
“From Canada. The Fraser firs are from North Carolina. You
gonna help, or just stand there?” He tossed a bundle of tiny trees
down to Hank. “We call these little ones ‘Charlie Browns.”™

Hank caught each bundle as it flew through the air, The fresh
scent of the trees filled his senses. There was still snow on some of
the trees, Snow got down his neck, the ice melting against his skin.
His hands grew sticky with pitch from the trees, The kid up on the
truck never stopped. Now he was tossing down the bigger firs. The
stacks of wrapped trees along the sidewalk grew higher. Hank had
no time to catch his breath.

But here came Nick and Glen to help.

“It's about time you guys showed up!” Hank gasped as he
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sught an eight-foot balsam fir in his arms. “Where were vou

.. :H I

L Without a word, Nick climbed up to the deck of the truck. He

grabbed a 12-foater from a pile at the back end. Seeing him, the

kid straightened up. He had 1o yell over the honking horns of the
paffic. “That pile is Douglas fir. Keep them separate from the

'_'ﬂi:b: tossed the Douglas fir down to Glen, who caught the big
: in twine. He laid it to one side, as well as the ones that
d. And here came a clear plastic sack filled with wreaths.
There must have been 50 wreaths in the bag. Glen caught it, stum-
Med, but regained his balance,
- The needles of the trees pricked their hands. The fragrant smell
ol the branches rubbed off on their clothes, as well as the pitch.
Atlast the kid in sunglasses climbed down from an empty deck,
load of 200 treeslay on the sidewalk. He pulled off his gloves,
ick pointed up at the deck. " What about that?" The big vellow
gject looked like some kind of cement mixer.
Oh yeah. That's the tree wrapper. Ull get it.” And he swung
mself up onto the deck again. The barrel of the tree wrapper was
Maped like a cone, smaller at one end. The kid lowered it down
ith Nick’s help. "And this is to cover the Douglas fir when it
ins.” He tossed down a tarp. "After harvest the Douglas fir lose
eir needles if they get wet."
‘Hank drew in a decp breath, breathing in the fragrance of the
rs all around them. "It smells like home.”
‘Nick slowly nodded. “Yeah...”
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The kid jumped down from the flatbed. "I'll bring you some
tree stands with the next batch of trees.”

“More trees?” Glen glanced around at the 200 trees lying on the
sidewalk. "When will that be?”

“In three days. I'll deliver late at night, when there's not so
much traftic. This batch is just 1o get you started. Oh, and here's
the price list.” The kid glanced around at the three men. "No
offense, but aren't vou guys kind of old to be doing this?”

Mick laughed low in his throat. “Say," he lifted his chin. "How
old are you?"”

“Almaost 19.”

Smiling, Nick pushed up the fringed sleeves of his jacker
“What would you say to having an arm wrestle, you and me? | got
me a punching bag at home, keeps me in shape.”

The kid tilted his dark glasses to the top of his head. His eyes
narrowed, wary.

“Come on.” Nick shrugged. “Just for fun." He held up his right
hand, with its strong wrist,

The kid looked at him, at this small, grey-haired man with his
dark shining eyes. Then he shook his head, with a half smile. "No
way."

Nick laughed, a husky sound. “In that case, let’s shake hands.”
And he pressed his other hand over the top of their joined hands.
“Hey, Merry Christmas, ch?”

LH

MR. BAXTER

Every day Mr. Baxter ate the same thing for lunch. He heated
up a can of Camphbell’s tomato soup. To go with the soup, he

. grabbed o handful of Ritz crackers from the box.

He sat at the window s he ate, and looked down at the
street. The worst part of living alone was eating alone, When
he had worked, he and his partner had always eaten at the
same little cafe, Mr. Baxter would greet the waitress, set his
gun in its holster on the counter, and be served his usiual ham
and cheese sandwich, There would be 3 ot ul"luu]:hmg and
joking.

And then, when he'd come home at night, his wife would
have dinner waiting for him. Sometimes she would put

. candles on the table.

In his memory, the bright flames Mickered, then Blurred,
But there was no use Crying inte his soup,

Across the svenuc, the three strangers were busy setting
up their business. One of the big firs was being untied, Freed

 from the twine, the branches spra ng open. The tree was then
- beaned against the chain-link fence, Its crown reached all the

way up to the barbed wire that ran long the top of the fence,

12 feet up. A giant of a tree.

~ Mr. Baxter hadn't brought a Christmas tree into the

apartment in over 30 years. All Christrias ads arriving in the

miil were quickly studfed into the garbage can under the sink,
At that mament, another Chrisimas ad began playing on

| the TV 1o the music of “Silent Night.” Mr. Baxter winced. Byt

he lefi the TV on. He kept it turned low, the voices

murmuring all day and all night. He never turned it off, He
needed the sound of human voices.
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. The three men huddled around the little heater. They sat an
their rolled-up sleeping bags. They had built the line shelter

round the subway grate in the sidewalk, And now a braid of
garlic hung from a post, Pictures from home had been tacked
“along the edge of a shelf, The fragrance of the balsam firs shut oy

the fumes of exhaust. Even the noise of the traffic was muffled by
he trees surroundin & the fittle hut.

The notes of the pan-flute died away. A 5

inderground, and the roar rose from

leair.

“But what did you say 1o her, Nicki? You must

jing that made her mad."

Nick looked off to one side, *1 didn’y sy nothing, man,”

®One of us had better get out there and sell trees,” muttersd

fank. He rose to his feet, Bur then he just stood there, by his rwe
dends. It was cold outside. In fact i was cold inside as well, but
tas cold, The little heater was like a campfire tha they'd gath-

3

| EVENING — SAME DAy

ubway train passed
the grate with 4 whoosh of

have said some-

[ [ 13
Doarkness had fallen. It was Sunday night, almj oa the suied'.:i ma
new forest had sprung up. Christmas trees of all sizes lean t
-hain-link fence. | y |

lhe:ndlainng the curb, a crude fence of two-by-fours had hn.:n

. d. Trees leaned against this fence as well. People passing ‘ I - | I
g rl X ek tpough's mosiL dnh Ryggeey Gt @ around. Its wires hummed with a reddish glow. The glow
Ty vl s “:l-“h: ik i Eis e SR A d Hank in a kind of trance. It was hard to tury away. Maybe
o mm:ddi:ﬂ ihl e does tones Joancs] et The:Froek  just stand in the doorway, in case anyone came by for a

ainst the sides of the hut. : 1gains ron Bt
“!i::e wreaths hung all around a doorway. A fant ]1.gh| mll;l;n fistmas tree.
w | :
shone through the branches. The sound of a I'lul.u_e- drtneﬂ:: e

en doorway. The notes traced a sad, lonely flight. ]_"-h-_h |Lﬂ“ :
upr: closed as he played. His high forchead gleamed in the i
we
from a small lamp. )

“You mean she just hung up on him#" asked Hank.

Glen nodded with a grimace.

K turned to confront a short, black-haired man w
k-and-white checked jacket. The man had his hands in his

ockets, with his fingers pomnting forward like two guns, He
€@ step forward, Hank took a step back. Maybe

ciring a

they were

d, Wi-df-ﬁ':ln':l‘.'.'il.

L
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The man’s face was unshaven, with two days” dark growth on
the cheeks. His eyes bulged, they seemed about 1o pop. Instead, a
wild laugh burst from his mouth, He laughed with his mouth wide
open. Hank took another step back.

The man gasped for breath, and glanced over his shoulder, |
had him going. didn’t 1?” And another loud laugh brayed forth,
He took his gloved hand from his pocket and wiped his mouth,
Then he held out his gloved hand.

Hank looked down at it with distaste.

“Just a little spit!™ But the man drew off his glove. His face was
now sober. His voice was flat when he spoke. “I'm your boss.
Mame's Mitch Hammer. You can call me Hammer. Everybody
does, They know | don't take any crap, The old Hammer—that's
me with the ladies. | give "em a good pounding.” He made obscene
movements with his hips. His laugh was chill.

Hank had the feeling that was the last laugh they would hear
from Mr. Hammer. His hand felt like it was caught in a vise. Mr,
Hammer hadn't let go vet. Instead, he jerked his head over his
shoulder. “This is my son. He's driving me around today, I'm
teaching him to drive.”

The tall gangly boy was standing just outside the doorway. His
face was spotted with pimples, but he towered over his father, Mr,
Hammer now glanced around the hut. "Looks like you've taken
good care of yourselves here.” He looked directly at Hank. "Now
how about getting down to business,” He let go of Hank's hand.
"You come out to the car”

Hank rubbed his sore hand. *I'm not really the one to—"

Ly
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But the boss had already turned on his heel, expecting Hank 1o
Hank tugged nervously on his mustache, At that moment Nick
id a hand on his shoulder. “Relax, man," came the whisper.
' "tlet him scare vou, we're comin’ oo, These = grurys talk big, but
yall had mothers.” He nudged Hank toward the doorway.
': t Mr. Hammer had stopped right outside the hut, He now
aved his arms. " It's too dark here. You got all these trees, Nobaody
gonna walk through here. They'll be afraid of being mugged.”
g turned to face his son, *Right?”
EMr. Hammer didn't wait for an answer. He contin ued talking to
__':. “Tamarrow, you guys go out and buy light bulbs, A bunch
'5.-_ tbulbs and some cord, You hang a string of light bulbs, 25
et that direction...” He turned. “And 25 feet that direction.” He
_ ed over his 1hnulder 1o his son, “Go get a string of coloured
s from the station wagon. Go on, move. In fact, bring two
frings. And the boom box, Moye!”

;.- wﬂ] dressed couple walked by. A large German shepherd
trurm.f ahead of them on a leash.
- Hammer watched them pass. [n a coarse whisper he asked,
. J- ldﬂ you think? You think 5I1e does it with the dog?”

"1 n cleared his throat. “Sir..
#'5ir.” | like the sound of th i]l."
Sir, | noticed that the van doesn’t have a license plate. 1'd sure
it us to get in trouble over that”

e was ignored. Hammer was again addressing Hank. *These
gs of lights.... Put them on one of your biggest trees, one of

ir
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the 12-footers. The customers walk by, they see vour display tree
all lit up, they want one just like it.” He took the boom box from
his son. “And be sure to keep Christmas carols playing on this"

Then he crooked his finger at Glen. "Come with me.”

There was a beat-up station wagon parked in front of the van,
From the back of the wagon the boss lifted out a stack of license
plates, He shuftled through them. There must have been at least 10
of the metal plates. "Here. Here's your goddamn license.”

“Sir, one other thing. | was wondering..."

“Well, don't.” The back window of the station wagon slammed
down. The gangly tecnager was already sitting up front in the
driver’s seat. Mr. Hammer walked around to the passenger door,
He paid no attention to the tratfic whizzing by, a foot away.

By now, Hank and Nick had joined Glen at the curb.

The boss swung open the passenger door. A taxicab swerved,
honking. He ignored it. Instead he called back to the trio, “And
don't go telling anvbody you're Canadians.”

“You mean it’s illegal for us to do this?" cried Glen,

“Just keep your mouth shut,” velled the Boss. “And keep vour
eves to yourself. If you see something happen—well, vou don't see
it.” Then he repeated himself, loudly but slowly, as if speaking toa
group of children. "It you see something. .. you don't see it. That's
how you stay out of trouble in New York."

“Wait,” cried Glen in earnest from the curb. “Why did you hire
us, if we're not supposed to be here working?™

Hammer decided to ignore him once again. Instead he
addressed Hank. “From now on, you see this station wagon drive
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jps come over to the window. You hand in the cash from the day

pre. [ got 50 Christmas tree lots just like this one, all over 'rh;;:h

fy. | won't have time to stop and chat with all vou Canadians.

understand®”

ducked into the car.

- Then he stood up again. “1'll tell you why | hire Canadians, No

: v Yorker would be willing to live on the street for a month in

3e middle of the goddamn winter.”

The door slammed. The station wagon lurched forward,

wking. then picked up speed down 7th Avenue,

Glen watched the boss and his son depart. “ wanted to ask him

. nir:d a license to sell Christmas trees. He didn't give me a
nee.

e'sa creep,” muttered Hank.

“Nick was silent, He shook his head. When he finally spoke, his

::1 pe was husky. | just keep d::iug my deep breathing. No sense

! g in the energy of this guy.” He terned his head in the oppo-
! dlrﬁ.tlnn The street lamp it his craggy profile. “Relax

gennie. We don't need any license to sell trees. 1 checked it out.

'i:it}r passed a law, long time ago,”

Qut on 7th Avenue, streetlights shone down on the Sunday

it traffic. Steam escaped from manhole covers in the pave-
l: The clouds of steam rose white in the headlights of the

j ting traffic.

®Can someone tell me how much this tree is?” It was a woman's

ice, from behind them. All three men turned towards the

ELY
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sound. She was on the other side of the Christmas trees, in front of
their little shelter.

Hank called out, “Be right there!”

Rut Glen was faster. He squeezed through a gap in the fence,
“Howdy do! You need some help, Miss? That one? Oh. that one i
probably cheap.” He called to Nick. “How much would you say,
Mick? Three bucks? Let's say three bucks.” By the way, I'm Glen,
And vou're...” He didn't wait for the young woman to reply. “|
hope you don't think I'm being rude to ask your name. But I'm
from Canada, you see. 'm not a New Yorker." He paused to get his
breath. He knew he was talking too much and too fast, but he
couldn't help it. Women made him nervous. And this was the
most beautiful woman he'd ever seen, He leaned forward, his
voice filled with concern. *You don't think three bucks is too
much?”

All this time the young woman had been studying the little tree.
She stood it on the sidewalk and twirled it around in the dim light
from the streetlamp. She wore a short black coat over black tights
and high heeled boots. The tights showed off her legs. They were
shapely with muscles, strong.

Glen set the boom box on the sidewalk. "You've caught us on
our first day here. We're going to string up lights, fix things up...
Stop by anytime,” he added, as if she were already leaving, But she
Wasn 'L

She leaned the tree back among the others. She tossed the end
of her long scarf over her shoulder. “So you guys are from
Canadai”™
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iGlen gulped, nodding. She was ralking 1o him. This beautiful
gamar wits falking fo him.
#pye always wanted 1o see Canada.” Her voice was wistful, She
oked around at the firs and pines leaning everywhere. “This is
being in the woods, isn't it?"
Glen was still speechless,
#0h, is this where vou live?" She poked her head through the
orway of wreaths. In the dim light her face was pale. She had
th checkbones. In fact she looked bone thin—except for her
uscular legs. To Glen she looked fragile,
*You must eat like a bird,” he blurted.
*How much are these?” She was fingering one of the wreaths
at framed the doorway,
‘Glen turned. “How much are the wreaths, Hank?"

‘Hank searched his pockets for the price list. “I've got it here
omewhere...”

*#0h, don't bother. I'll be back. I come by here every night on
gy way home from rehearsal.”
‘Hank's ears pricked up. “Rehearsal? Are you an actor?”
young woman hitched up the strap of her big shoulder bag,
m a dancer. ['m with the New York City Baller.”
Glen whistled. “Holy cow! Let me shake your hand. Wow! I'm
gking the hand of a real live ballet dancer.” His big paw had
_'_ d her smiall bony hand.
-II'-' h.“
#Oh jeez. Did | hurt you? | guess | don’t know my own

"
ength.

4
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“No, it's not you.” She rubbed her wrist. *| fell tonight. Actually,
my partner dropped me.”

“Dropped you?” squeaked Hank.

“Um-hum.” 5he shivered, and hugged hersell o keep warm,
“I'd better get home. | haven't eaten all day.”

“You haven't?” Glen checked his watch, "It's almost nine
o'clock at night!”

“0h, well, black coffee and half a bagel.”

*Half a bagel? You're starving vourself!”

Nick had stepped from the hut. Now he held out a small wrin-

kled paper bag. He shook it, a dry rustle, and murmured to the .

dancer, "Goahead, put your hand in. Go on. | dried them myselt.”
The cloud of his breath hung in the cold air. He looked into her
tace. “What's vour name?”

“Jenmifer.”

“Go on, Jennifer, try one.”

Jennifer reached into the paper bag, She pulled out a small
piece of dried fruit. It was brown and ugly.

“Now, | know that don't look like your dried pear at the super-
market. But you taste that. Yeah. .. sink your teeth into it. There's
no sprays on that pear, no chemicals.” Nick watched her face.
“Good, huh?™

She nodded, chewing.

*Here, take a handful. To hold you over till your dinner.”

Glen cut in. “You know, maybe it’s not my place to say any-
thing. But maybe you should be more careful, walking by pmf*_‘rﬂ[
at night. I mean, we're nice guys—"

41

THREE Wisk MEx

'_] know, [ saw you this morning when [ walked to rehearsal.”
he swallowed the last of the dried pear.

Glen started in surprise. “You did? You walked right past here?”
fUm-hum.” She smiled for the first time. “You three guys
poked pretty lost. Anyway, you don't need to worry, | have pnl:r-
ction.” She patted her coat pocket.

\Hank eyes widened. A gun, she carries g gun.,

She bit into another dried pear, and began to chew. [t took a lot
pfchewing. Finally she swallowed. “Thanks for these,” she said to
fick. “They're delicious. But I'll just take three—no. four” And
e d ropped the rest back into his paper bag, “Goodnight,” she
flled. The heels of her high boots clicked on the sidewalk,
SToodledy-doo,” Glen waved,

Hank stood beside him, watching her go. *I can't believe it. She
fries a gun in her pocket.” There was awe in his voice.

“Maybe it was just a can of pepper spray.”

MOh!”™ Hank slapped the pocket of his knickers. “1 forgot. |
pund the price list.” He drew out the picce of paper and unfolded
He ran his finger down the list, then gave a low whistle. “Glen,
' wasn't a three-dollar tree she was looking at. We're su pposed
sell that size for 525"

“But that's robbery!”

bmeone was shaking Hank’s shoulder, He was being rocked

ind forth. Someone was rocking him, and saying something,
s dream, Hank was out in the rowboat, on the lake. The lake
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was rocking. Someone’s hand was on his shoulder, calling his
name.

“Hank, wake up. You gotta get up now..."

Hank pushed the hand off his shoulder. He had to row. It was
cold on the lake. He was rowing out from shore. Little Celia stood
on the shore. She was waving, “Daddy!” she cried," Take me with
you, | want to come too!”

“Hank, you gotta wake up. | got some hot coffee here for you,
Yeah, man, sit up, that's it.”

“What time is it?"

“It’s three o'clock in the morning. It's ime tor your shift. | gotta
get some sleep myself”

Hank crawled slowly from his sleeping bag. Then he lifted its
warmth around his shoulders, and crawled past Glen. Glen's
snoring had kept Hank awake tor much of the night. And there'd
been all those sirens screaming past on the street.

Hank climbed out of the van and into the little het. He stood
swaying, with the sleeping bag around his shoulders. He'd slept in
his clothes.

“Hey, here's the coffee I got you." Nick handed him a paper cup.
“And here's a donut to go with it. It's day-old. The baker down on
Greenwich gave me a bag for free. He gets up at two in the

morning to start work. Can you believe that?”

Hank stood on the subway grate in front of the little heater. He
sipped the hot coffee. He had to keep his eyes open. Maybe he
should try walking.

Outside on the sidewalk he paced slowly back and forth among
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e Christmas trees. He took a bite of donut. The dream about his
tle daughter was still with him. He missed her. Maybe this is how
athers feel. Of course, Celia was sate. He didn't have to worry.
ye was stayving at her mother’s house for the month of December,
Celia’s safe,” Hank repeated to himself, He'd reached the end of
¢ Christmas trees, where an alley cut across the sidewalk. There
ystopped to turn around.

He could hear music, faintly. Jazz music, being played over at
Village Vanguard. The notes floated across 7th Avenue. A few
still sped past. But since it was three o'clock in the morning,
py were mostly taxicabs.

Taxicabs for people too drunk to drive home, mused Hank. He
pod there for a while, listening to the music drifting over. There
ga long black limousine parked in front of the club.

Hank let his gaze wander up the side of the building directly
s 7th Avenue, There he noticed a square of blue, Hickering
Tht‘ blue square was a window, showing the flickering light
aT within. It was on the third floor, Amazing, That old guy is
il ake.

Hank was freezing. Maybe he'd better keep walking. He took
pther sip of coffee, and a bite of donut. He chuckled to himself.
I_; 3 might watchmar in the middle of eight million sleeping people.
iThe donut was gone by the time he'd reached the other end of
g Christmas tree lot. He wiped the crumbs from his mustache.
mding at the corner, he sipped the last of the coffee. He was
de-awake now,

A garbage truck rumbled down Greenwich and stopped. There
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were piles of refuse set out along the curbs for pick up. But there
was more than just garbage in these piles. Hank walked a little
ways down Greenwich, He picked up an umbrella from a pile. He
opened it, closed it [t was a perfectly good umbrella, with only
one strut broken. He tucked it under his arm and strolled on. He
tound a frying pan, and a cup with a broken handle.

All the while, the garbage truck beeped a warning signal. Beep
Heep Beep it warned as it backed up to each pile. Beep Heep Beep,
meaning “ Danger, Look out,”

Hank's heart jumped as he spied a chair on one of the piles. It
was a dainty wooden chair. The back was carved, lis velvet sear
had a small rip in the cloth. 1t was the kind of a chair that a lady
would keep in her bedroom. Hank guessed the dark wood to be
walnut. Beep Beep Beep. The garbage truck was backing up to the
pile with the chair on top.

Hank wanted that chair. But something was pulling him in the
opposite direction. He had a strong feeling that he should go back
1o the Christmas tree lot. Beep Beep Beep. Hank set down the
treasures that he'd rescued and ran back, holding the sleeping bag
around his shoulders. As he rounded the corner, he saw a

shadowy figure. It was a man, a big man. He had just litted one of

the larger firs 1o his shoulder.

“Hey!" Hank shouted, and stopped short.

Hank didn't pause to think. A small man, he rose to his tiptoes.
He lifted the sleeping bag from his shoulders and spread it wide
above his head. He became seven feet tall. “Hi-hi-hi!™ he
screeched. This was the way to bluffa bear. You pufted yourself up
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gand yelled sharp noises. “Hi-hi-hi!" Of course, that's what you
yiffit's a black bear. But if the bear is a grizely, vou make vourself
jall. Maybe this was a grizzly. ..

But no. The big man dropped the tree and ook off running
7th Avenue.

|Beep Beep Beep.

Hank 1ossed the sleeping bag into the hut and ran back around
'.';:"' er. He ran across Greenwich, The garbageman had lifted
the little chair. He was about to throw it into the garbage truck’s
inding jaws.

#stop!” Hank ran up and grabbed the chair. “I'll take it,” he
psped. Then he ran back across the street, where he picked up the
st of his treasures,

Back at the hut, he set the little walnut chair in the doorway and
pdown. He braced his hands on his knees, He was panting and
i heart pounded. He hadn't even had time yet to be afraid. But
pw he had time. What a fool! He'd put himself in danger for an
tree!

(Finally Hank's breathing eased, his heart calmed, and he could
at what he'd done. He even laughed aloud. “This is the
gest camping trip |'ve ever been on,”

Fhe heater warmed his back from inside the hut. Hank leaned
pwn and picked up a stick of wood, He decided to whittle to pass
e time. He reached in the pocket of his knickers for his
ckknife.

Just then, a yellow cab pulled into the alley down Tth, The back
e of the cab opened slowly. It was easy to see that the passenger
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getting out was drunk. He held onto the cab door 1o steady
himself, “Wait here,” he called loudly to the cab driver. His voice
wias slurred.

Hank stood up from the little chair. His hand was still in his
pocket, with his fingers curled around the knife. The man lurched
towards him. “Is thish a place sells trees?™

Hank drew his hand from his pocket, without the knife. *Yoy
bet. How can [ help you?™ He grabbed the man's elbow 10 keep
him from falling.

“MNeed a tree.” The drunk man lifted his hand above his head,
“Tall tree.” Then he drew out his wallet. He began pulling out bills.
He swayed on his feet. “My wife, she won't be mad if [ bring home
atree,”

“1s this one tall enough?” Hank bent down for the fir that the
thief had dropped to the sidewalk. He stood it upright.

The man nodded, without loaking at the tree. He was trying to
count the bills in his hands, “How much?” he muttered, swaying.
“How much money you want?”

“Eighty dollars.” Hank had pushed the fir into the barrel of the
tree wrapper. He now walked around to the other end, where
there was a hole two feet across. He slid a ring of plastic netting
around the rim of the hole. Then he gripped the butt end of the
tree and began pulling it through the barrel. The fir's branches
were pressed up around its trunk. Hank pulled out the tree. 1t was
now a tall slim column of branches wrapped with green plastic
netting.

The drunk man held out a spread of 320 bills. " Here, take it all.”
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# can’t do thal.” Hank took the money, picked out four 20%,
ad handed back the rest. The drunk lurched, grabbing at Hank’s
oulder for support,

There was a little trouble getting him back into his cab. And
jen he wanted the Christmas tree to lie across his lap.

The cabbie jumped out. “That tree's not ridin’ in here,”

S0 the taxi drove off down 7th Avenue with a beautiful balsam
slanting from its trunk.

Hank was left standing in the middle of the alley. For the
oment, no siren wailed, no horn honked. And the garbage truck
id rumbled on. The odd car or taxi sped by on 7th. For the
oment, Hank appeared 1o be the only person on the street.
What was that sewnd? He tilted his head, to hear better, It
unded like an owl had just hooted.

The long black limousine was still parked across the broad
penue. The limo had those darkly-tinted windows that hid its
ggengers from curious eyes. A white cloud of exhaust snaked
om the tailpipe. The motor was running,

There it was again! Whoo... whoo, A faint quaver, like an owl
' ' g in the forest. How could there be an owl in the city? He
I:u: hcanng things. He probably had jet lag.

o whoo...

hut ii masn'l the hoot of an owl. It was a voice—a faint, human
e, and it quavered with fear.

A chill ran down Hank's spine. He was trembling with cold. He
ould go get his sleeping bag and put it around his shoulders. But
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he didn’t move. His gaze was fixed on the black limo. The soungd
was coming from over there.

Stowly the limo had started to move, so slowly, Was it moving?
Hank couldn’t really tell. Yes. By inches it slowly moved south and
revealed the figures of two men. One of the men faced the wall of
the brick building. His hands were above his head, with the fingers
spread out as if to cling to the bricks for support. His head was
turned to one side, his cheek pressed to the wall. Wheo... The
faint call of an owl, hooting in the forest’s dark night. Wiow.
whon. The barrel of a gun was being held 1o his temple. A muttled
thud sounded, and the man's fingers slid down the bricks. He
crumpled to a heap on the sidewalk.

The far door of the limo slammed shut as the long Mack car
continued to move along the curb. Then it moved out onto 7th
Avenue. Hank could barely hear the rich purr of its motor. The
limousine simply slipped away. Under every streetlight its sleek
black form appeared again, then disappeared until the next street-
light. Hank watched until it finally became merely a glint of light
among other lights.

He couldn’t bear to turn his head back. Had he really seen what
he had seen? He felt nothing. His mind was a blank.

Slowly he turned his head—ever so slowly.

A burst of laughter made him jump. Five men were coming out
of the jazz club. More peals of laughter rang out—hollow in that
early-morning hour. The five men all carried instrument cases.
Musicians. Three of the men were black, and older, Their laughter
rang out with a deep bass.
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Then it stopped. They'd seen the man slumped by the wall.
One of the younger musicians walked slowly over to the crum-
ed heap. He nudged it with the toe of his shoe, then jumped
pck. “Shitl”

hat's the deal here?” One of the older men approached, and
pt down on one knee,

:';:, blue square :‘J”i.gfll flickered i the corner of Hank's eve, He
idn't move. Only his eyes moved up to the right. His gaze trav-
jod up above that strange sign, “With Pain, or Without Pain.” The
d man was standing in the window looking down, Was he using
poculars again? He was only a dark form against the blue flick-
ping light. But it seemed to Hank that the old guy was looking
rectly down at him.

athe, Hank told himself, He took a single step back towards
hut and the brown van, Home. Another step, His legs seemed
t to buckle under him. Thoughts flashed through his mind.
pices too, Rut his mind remained a blank. He drew the little
" nut chair into the hut. Voices flitted in his ear. His daughter’s
pice. The voice of that drunk.

Hank sat down on the chair's torn velvet seat. He drew his
bag around his shoulders, He stared blankly at the red-
ot wires of the heater, Subway trains passed below with a noisy
_'::--- Hank hardly noticed them. The one voice that lingered
a5 the voice of the boss: “If you see something, you don't see it. If
bu see something, vou don't see it.”

; ime passed. Outside, by 6:30) a.m., the traffic began 10 swell
ds rush hour. The noise grew and grew. Horns blared. And
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now the wail of sirens stirred the city. People began passing by the
hut's doorway. They were walking their dogs, or walking to work,
Behind the chain-link fence, men opened the gate into the vacan
lot. The crew loaded coils of plastic pipe onto a city maintenance
truck.

At 10 a.m. Glen staggerad out of the brown van. His hair was
sticking up every which way and he needed a shave. Checking his
watch, he looked at Hank, who sat hunched on a little chair in
front of the heater.

“Hank! Your shift is over, Why didn’t you wake us up?”

Hank remained silent. He only stared at the glowing heater, asif
its warmth was the only thing that mattered in all the world.

5l

MR. BAXTER

Mr. Baxter dialed the number of the local station house. He
felt & tweak of pride that he still remembered the number, His
binoculars hung on a heavy cord from his neck.

The phene rang and rang at the other end of the line. OFf
course it was the middie of the night, but someone was
certain to be on duty,

Mr, Baxter would often study faces on the street with his
binoculars. He would focus on someone standing below a1
the corner of Tth. The person might be waiting for the green
light. Through the binoculars, Mr. Baxter would read the
person's face, and judge his or her character.

Mr. Baxter had studied faces all his working life. He'd
always prided himsell on knowing human nature. You watch
the eyes, the mouth. Under questioning, suspects can keep
their eves blank and dead-fooking. But a twitch of the mouth
will suddenly give them away,

The phone was still ringing. Finally someone answered,

bt they pat him on hold,

Yes, his fellow policemen had always said that he was a
good judye of character. But Mr. Baxter’s wifie had been of a
different opinon, She had claimed that her leshand never
searched for the good in people. He was familiar with the
lower aspects of human nature, But what about the higher
aspects?

Mr. Baxter had never adminted that she was right. But of
course, she was. Whenever his binoculars happened upon a
face beaming with joy, Mr. Raxter shifted away. I was

- somehow embarrassing to peer into eyes shining with

happiness. It was like trying to book into a too-bright light.
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THE 10TH OF DECEMBER

Mick needed his coffee. It was hard to shave before having a cup
of strong black coffee to wake him up. :

He rinsed the razor blade under the faucet. Then he peered into
the mirror again and pulled at his opposite cheek. He began to
shave through the white foam. He'd been in New York for more
than a week now. Things were going good. He had a routine.
Shave first, then coflee.

Nick had already washed his hair and toweled it dry. His grey
frizzy hair was now tamed into two short braids. Strips of black
cloth hung down from each braid, making them appear lmjlg,r:r.
He ducked his head to the sink and rinsed off the last of the

shaving cream.

Pressing the towel against his face, Nick said the word aloud:

*Ad-ven-ti-tious.”

It was his new word for the day. He'd been saying it over and
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wer in his mind. With dry hands he reached into the pocket of his
inged jacket. He pulled out the little dictionary. He read the
ord’s meaning again, “Adventitious: Something that comes to a
aan by mere luck, or from a stranger.”

\The door to the washroom banged open. A man inawheelchair
dled in. He looked Nick up and down. Then he scowled, as if to
% What are you doing heret”

Wick held up his hand, “Peace, man.” He gathered up his
maving kit and towel and slipped out the bathroom door. It was a
jor marked “Handicapped Only.” Nick liked 10 keep clean, and
8 was the cleanest washroom in Saint Vincent's Hospital.

In the hallway he nodded with respect towards a small statue of
jint Vincent. "How ya doing?™ It was “Saint Vinny” to people in
..:_'In ighibourhood,

Saint Vincent's Hospital was only a block away from the Christ-
@ tree lot. Ambulance sirens howled day and night in this
fighbourhood. But a person can get used to anything, Anything,
ially when they're in love, and there's hope.

Dut on the street, the rain had stopped. The sidewalk shone wet
fhe pale sunshine. Nick dodged people along the crowded side-
Ik, It seemed as if everyone was in a hurry except him. He
de along with a spring in his step. He hadn't given up hope.
=ven-ti-tious,” he sang under his breath. Kate was coming
K to him, he knew it. He knew it right here—and his fist struck
Wasn't there a Frank Sinatra song... "In my heart,

! You can’t come in here”
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“Whadda vou mean?” Nick stood in the doorway of Harry'
Deli. "This is Nicki, your friend, | come in here every day.” ywbles of the world weighed on his narrow shoulders.

“Not with bare feet, you don't. You step on something. get vour ick called to him. "Hey, | saw that rat again last night.”
feet cut, | get sued.” Hank stopped sweeping. “How do vou know it’s the same rat?”

“Come on, Harry. Just grind me a handful of beans. I'll wait . thought tor a moment. He pictured the tiny face with its
right here by the door.” The delicious aroma of roasting coffee givering whiskers and beady black eyes. He nodded. I know,
tilled the Deli. Behind the counter, Harry grumbled. *Why do you * And he went inside the little hut,
bother me every morning? Why can't you buy a pound of coffee, First he lit the campstove and poured water into the kettle from
even half a pound, like everybody else?” plastic jug. Then he checked to see if his high moccasins were

“It’s gotta be fresh ground, right? Come on, smile. Hey, it's a yet. It had rained for three days straight—a cold hard rain.
beautiful day out there.” :_-,5 had to admit that his bare feet were teeling the cold. He

It’s gomma happer. Kate is coming back to me. Nick whistled pped over to the rug. The rug came from the dumpster down
tunelessly as he waited at the door. “That's French Roast, right? pGreenwich. It covered the subway grate, and muffled the noise
And a few Mexican beans?” id stale dirty air that blew up.

Nick walked out of Harry's Deli with the bag of coffee. He water bubbled 1o a boil, and he threw in a pinch of coffee.
crossed Greenwich, still whistling. The rain had cleaned the city's nk?" he called from the doorway, “You think Kate got our
dirty air. ltsmelled fresh. And the Christmas tree lot smelled like a ter yeti”
forest smells after a storm—moist and fragrant. Christmas carols sel the broom aside, “It wasn't “our’ letter, Nick, It was
floated out from the boom box. Coloured lights twinkled on the - letter. You told me what 10 say. | just wrote it down for you,”
huge balsam fir. They winked red, blue, green, yellow. .' ah, but you spelled the words right. You made me look

Steam rose from the wet trees as the sun shone down, Many of od.”
the trees now stood upright in blue metal stands. But most still
leaned against the chain-link fence. Or they leaned against the ‘Well, what did we say?”
homemade fence of two-by-tours along the curb. “You said that you were crazy about her, and that if she wanted

Hank was pushing a broom down the centre of the sidewalk. 8 new guy, then that was okay. But that vou were keeping her in
He was sweeping up the needles fallen from the trees. A long white rheart, justin case.” Hank's gaze wandered down Tth Avenue,
scarf hung from his neck. On his hands he wore short-fingered

foves. He pushed the broom haltheartedly. He moved as if the

*You are good, Nick. Kate knows that al ready.”
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There was a frown line between his brows, "And you described the
neighbourhood, what goes on here.”
*You think I'm a fool, Hank, right?”

jto one side. Kate, she don't like using the outhouse when she
its from Calgary.” Nick's smile widened. “Yeah,” he murmured,
hie's comin’ back to me.” He started whistli ng. He pinched off a

“No, Nick. | don't think vou're a fool.” Hank spoke in a pained ¥y afgﬂl‘liu from the braid, *I'm gotta start my sauce. Its gotia
voice. "A fool is someone who fails to do what he knows in hig pok all day.”
heart is right.” Hank moved outside with his coffee cup. 1t was the cu pwith the

“In my heart, man, in my heart...” Nick took a deep breath, pken handle. The cup that he'd found that terrible night more
“(h yes, smell that coffee.” Then he cocked his head, squinting at an a week ago.
his friend. “Hank, let me ask you something. You feeling sick? Some of the people walking past smiled at him, and Hank did
"Cause if you're sick, | can make you some tea instead of this jsbest to smile back. He was relieved when he saw a bulldog trot-
coffee. | got some dried mint from home, Just say the word.” gdown the sidewalk. At least he wouldn't have to pretend to be

“Coffee’s fine.” eerful.

Nick lowered his voice to a husky whisper. “Hank, you been The bulldog was straining towards him on a leash.
like this for days, What's goin' on? You never have a laugh, or play *Hello, Lucky.” Hank squatted down. The bulldog wore a small
music, Where's your concertina? | thought you brought your con- gat fastened with silver buttons along his back. “Good dog, Give
certina along.” ple Hank a kiss." A wide, hot tongue lapped at Hank’s nose,

“It's still in my pack.” Hank wrned his head away. “1 just don't The man holding the leash giggled. “Do | get a kiss from Uncle
feel like playing.” ank too?”

Mo, I'm serious here, Is the city getting vou down? You home- r looked up at the dog’s owner. “Did you remember to put
sick?™ in the water for your Christmas tree?” Hank waited, then

Tears sprang to Hank's eyes. He kept his head turned away. "[ game impatient. “You know, in the stand.”
can't leave now. I need the money.” “Sugar? Nick said o add a tablespoon of bleach.”

Nick nodded. "Yeah, we all need the money. Hey, you know, | k rubbed Lucky's ears. “Sugar, bleach, Either one will help
saw that beggar again with the crutch, shaking his tomato can” keep its needles.” Hank could hear the flatness in his own
Nick pursed his lips. “He got another buck out of me. Yeah... | e, Something had gone out of him. He'd lost his faith. "Good
dunno about him." A smile crept to Nicks mouth. “With what [ 8 Lucky.” My faith in what? In life? In my fellow man? Perhaps
earn this month, I'm gonna fix up my house, build a bathroom uust that I've lost faith in myself
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png the sidewalk. He made a second sweep past the hut. That's
";--- he overheard Nick ask Glen, “You got the tomato paste?™
right there in the bag with the onions, Hand me the news-

Hank stood up just in time, before Lucky could smatch the gper, will you? | want to see if they've solved the murder yer”
Canada hat off his head. But Lucky had snagged something else *What murder?” Nick must have been frying more garlic.
with his teeth. Hank's long white scarf slid slowly off his neck. ank could smell the aroma.

Then Lucky spied another dog. The tasty scarf was forgotien, #What murder?” Glen's voice sounded shocked. *I'm talking
He strained forward on his leash. The other dog was lifting his the murder across the street, in front of that jazz club. Here
hind leg against a Scotch pine. y" cried Glen from inside.” "Death at Village Vanguard.” "

“Shoo! Scat!™ Hank ran over, waving his arms. Dogs loved this Hank's heart pounded, He stood gripping the handle of the
new forest on the corner of Tth and Greenwich. There were so pom. Inside the hut, Glen was reading the newspaper article
many trees to choose from. pud. ‘Police offered no comment, when asked if the 34-year-

Glen lent a hoarse vell, "Hey, get away from there!™ He was man shot in the early hours of December 2nd was affiliated
coming across Greenwich carrying a bag of groceries. Whenevera '__' h the Mafia." "
dog paused in front of a Christmas tree to do his duty, the needles ick broke in. “What's that fancy word mean—"affiliated"s"
would turn yellow. “Did you stop him in time?" he called to Hank. It means "belonged.” That the guy belonged to the Mafia.”

The two met in front of the hut. The hut's doorway was framed e did?”
with wreaths, Christmas carols from the boom box sang out the BWait—here it is. "Police do admit to a lead in the shooting
old hopes, the old joys. Glen grimaced at Hank. *1 was over in one fath of..." ™ Glen read on, “Yadda yadda yadda... Hey, listen to
of the hospital johns. No toilet paper. And there was blood every- is. ‘An eye witness has come forward. No arrests have been
where.” ade at present,””

Hank paled at the mention of blood. _‘ istening outside, Hank gasped. An eye witness! But he was the

Glen shrugged his big round shoulders. " But | shouldn't be sur- il eye witness. It had happened between 3:00 and 4:00 a.m., and
prised. After all, it's the bathroom in the Emergency Ward.” He te'd been no one else on the street!
looked down at the bag of groceries in his arms. [ better take k saw Jennifer coming towards him down the sidewalk.
these in to Nick. [ can smell garlic frying.” ckly he bent to the broom again. From 10 feet away the dancer

Hank picked up the broom again and started pushing it slowly ved, and stepped from the stream of people walking to work,

That's why people love dogs. They don't judge vou. They greet
vou as if you were still a wonderful person. For a moment, you feel
that perhaps they're right. But only for a moment.
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ge them home, so my friends will believe me when [ ell them |
et a real ballerina.”

‘Hank poked his head in. “Could somebody help me out here?
gye gol two customers,”

Sl go." Nick quickly poured a can of tomatoes into the pan.
gturned the flame down to asimmer. He wiped his hands on his
gnts and stepped outside. “Anybody seen my glovest™ he asked
ino one in particular. He approached a customer. The well-
ed man was stick-thin. His face was gaunt. There were open
wes spotiing his cheeks and forehead. He wasn'told. He couldn's
ye been over 35. But he looked tired, very tired. Nick greeted
m with concern in his dark eves. “I'm here to help vou, man. Just
k. Whatever you want,”

A wry smile creased the man's face. He spoke flatly, “Well, 1'd
g to live forever. Can you help me with thar?”

Nick laughed, a low husky laugh. “My man, you have come to
e right place. I'll tell you the answer in one word: garlic. | eat
ir, five cloves of garlic a day.” Nick grinned. His smooth skin
gamed with health. *1 grow garlic for a living, you see. | got a big
ich of it, back home.”

She sniffed the air. “Mmm, what's cooking? What's that delicious
smell? 1 could smell it a block away.”

At the sound of Jennifer's voice, Glen stepped from the hut sl
holding open the newspaper. " Nick is cooking up his famous spa-
ghetti sauce.”

Everv morning and evening, Jennifer passed through the
Christmas tree lot. Every time, Glen greeted her with a flushed
face. He now leaned forward, his shoulders hunched. “Are youon
vour way to rehearsal?”

“Um-hum.” This was spoken over her shoulder, for she now
leaned into the doorway of the hut.

“Jennifer. How ya doin'?” Nick grinned, but tears filled his eyes,
He'd been chopping onions. He scooped up the diced pieces and
threw them into the pan. “Say, why don't you stop by on your way
home tonight—try my sauce.” He shook the pan by its handle.
The garlic and onion sizzled in the oil. "It's my mother's recipe. It's
the best.” He kissed the tips of his fingers.

Glen had crowded in behind Jennifer, He fingered a long pink
ribbon hanging from her shoulder bag. “What's thist"

Jennifer lifted out a pink satin toe shoe, “1 wear out a pair of
these every week. This pairis almost ready for the trash.” Two long ‘Garlic..."” The man smiled faintly at Nick's good nature, at his
ribbons hung from the shoe, but the shoe's satin was scuffed and ingy- And he scemed 1o draw some of that energy into himself.
dirty. The leather sole was worn and cracked under the arch. ddrew a deep breath. “This is my last Christmas, | want the best,

Glen looked at the shoe with longing and burst out, " You can't biggest tree that vou have for sale.”
throw them away!” Then he reddened, and stumbled over his Sick cocked his head to one side. He didn't say anything for a
words. “We'll hang them up on this nail—right, Nick? And I'll ment. * fingle Bells” was playing on the boom box.
he nodded. “Okay. Follow me. Over here we've got the
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gt me ask you something. You ever tried aloe vera on those
:. . ?-n

Rolls-Rovee of Christmas trees.” Nick lifted up an 11-foot fir, and
shook out its branches. The tree towered above them both. People
walking past brushed the swaying branches of the giant. "Wha
you have here is a Fraser fir. Look at that colour. You can't exactly
say it's blue... or green... or grey. You know what colour it looks
to me?”

The man looked at Nick as if he were crazy, or maybe stupid.

en he laughed, It was a hollow Laugh, hollow of any mirth. “No,
n't tried aloe vera.” He began counting out bills from his
. “But thanks tor the advice.”

With a wry smile the man shook his head. He seemed amused A heavy thump, thump, thump sounded from the radio of a
by Mick. esing car. The music beat like a giant heart that faded as the car

“It looks the same colour as the coat of a wild wolf. A wolf witha gsed 01,
bluish eye.” Nick's own eyes lit up, “You believe me? Let me tell Inside the hut, the passing thump, thump mixed with a Christ-
vou, | know what I'm talking about. | used to own a wolf.” s carol from the boom box. Glen paid little notice to either, He

The man suddenly looked less tired. His voice lifted. "You did? d ears only for Jennifer, She stood in front of the campstove.
You owned a wolf?™ large bag still hung from her shoulder. Slowly she stirred

“Well.... truth? He was only half wolf. And I doubt he ever knew ick’s sauce with a tork. "1 should get going.”
he was owned. | finally had to get rid of him.” *Mo, no,” urged Glen. “Go on with what you were saying. I'm all

The man appeared shocked. “You had him killed?” really. You have time. No problem. Go on, I'm listening."

*Killed? You crazy? | gave him to a young hippie.” methirng was happening here!

Holding the tree upright, Nick leaned to brush raindrops from Well, it's just that I've held off so long. For 12 years I've put
the fir's branches. “These Fraser firs, they keep their needles the first. Every day since | was 16, I've practiced for four or five
longest of any tree we got, You treat thisone right, put bleach in his s, Every day.” She turned towards Glen, the fork in her hand.
water, you'll have him way after the New Year.” i now [ want a life of my own. | want to start a family.” She

*The new year,” repeated the man. “Yes, well..." He looked up iked down at the pan. "But [ feel so torn. | don't want 1o quit
into the towering tree, at its branches spreading wide. “1'll take it ice, but [—" She glanced over at the doorway,

I'll take the wolf” He seemed close to tears. Then he cleared his ten could have strangled Nick for walking in at that moment.

throat, and spoke in a flat voice. He was suddenly all business. "How's my sauce coming?” Nick took the fork from Jennifer.

“Can you deliver it 1o my apartment?” The man dug out his wallet Began crushing the tomatoes in the pan, pressing down with
Nick stole a glance at his face and neck. He kept his voice low. tines of the fork. “That customer just now. .. Did you see his
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face? He had big sores all over his cheeks and forehead.” Nick
shook his head, " Terrible."

Glen nodded, “Sores...” He tried to appear interested.

“Yeah, open sores. They were all over his face and down hig
neck. You know, now that | think of it..." He stared off for g
moment. “1've seen a lotta guys around here with sores like thae®
Then he reached into the grocery bag and pulled out a sausage,
With a knife he began slicing it. *It must have something to do
with living in the city. Maybe it’s the bad air. Or the water. The
water here, it’s not Gt to drink.”

“I's AIDS," said Jennifer, in a matter-of-fact voice. “Your man
with the sores has developed full-blown AIDS." She checked her
wristwalch, “Listen you guys, [ have to go, I'll see you later.”

“Tonight?” asked Glen. *1 guess you'll be stopping by on your
way home from rehearsal, right?”

lennifer tossed her long hair over her shoulder as she hurried
down the sidewalk. He called after her, *Promise vou'll save those
toe shoes for me? You won't throw them o™

Turning, she walked backwards for a few paces. "l promise,”
she called, and flashed him a warm smile that wok his breath
away.

Glen waved good-bye. “Toodledy-doo.”

Al afternoon Glen was in high spirits. He wore his Christmas
hat, with its earflaps. It seemed to him that the customers were

smiling more than usual. Or was it just him?
He pulled back the cuff of his sweatshirt, to check the watch on

[=]:]
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s thick wrist. [t would be hours before Jennifer passed this way
gin, on her way home from rehearsal. Hours, Surely she'd been
st about 1o confess something important. Glen went over what
e'd been saying, just before Nick barged in. She'd been talking
out settling down, starting a family.

though it was a cold, crisp day, Glen began to sweat. He
gged at the collar of his sweatshirt. He needed to go take a
wer at the YMCA. Hank was over there now. Glen pulled off
¢ fleece hat. He ran a hand over his hair. Maybe he should get a
frcut too. He wanted to look his best for lennifer, just in case. I
¢ wltar?

\Glen put his Christmas hat back on. Then he sat down by the
porway. He sat on the little walnut chair that Hank had rescued
gm the garbage. Hank had asked him not to. (“Glen, vou're just
o darned heavy,” Hank had said.} But Glen figured that if he sat
':., lly, what harm? Merry music jingled from the boom box.
nly 14 more shopping days till Christmas, folks!”

The sun shone down with its feeble winter light, The streets and
dewalks were mostly dry now. But in the shade of tall buildings,
f'sidmal!-:ﬁ had turned icy. Down on Greenwich Avenue, the
ammar school had letout for the day, Children rushed along the
ewalks, pushing and shoving each other. Flocks of them passed
L hut on their way home. Some paused, banging their lunch
Xes against their legs. They stared at Glen in his Christmas hat,
ling in front of the litthe Hobbit hut. Then they ran off. Glen
iled at them all, holding up his hand and giving a linde wave,
Christmas.... Merry Christmas.”

L
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+She nodded her head.

* "ls he dressed in green pants and red suspenders?”

- Again she nodded, her curls bouncing. “Bubba and 1 are going

o the toy store. It's the biggest toy stare in the whole world, Santa

sgoing to be there”

| ‘But now the child was being yanked away, pulled along by her

Jubba. ‘

'Glen waved a little wave, and leaned back. He tipped the chair

i its hind legs. He was remembering Jennifer's words: “I'd like to

art a family..." Again Glen began to sweat, He felt confused. It

all happening so fast. Sure, he had a crush on [ennifer. What

an wouldn't?

: that moment something cracked under him. The chair tilted
ays as he jumped to his feet. “Oh dear.” How was he going to

lain this to Hank?

Gle rightr:.d the walnut chair, but it tilted again. There was a

it in one of the slender carved legs. Maybe it could be glued

ore Hank returned.

WNick:” Glen called over the heads of people passing on the

ewalk. “Hey, do we have any glue?” But Nick was sill playing

Hute to his damn pigeons,

ile got down on his hands and knees by the little chair. It was

d break. Maybe he could wrap the split leg with some twine. At

moment he caught sight of a woman's anlles, They were trim

es, above small flat shoes, A woman'’s voice called down to

nasoft lilt. “You are looking for someth ing? You have lost. ..
bthey call a ‘contact™”

Why had Jennifer said what she'd said, about settling down?
And why to him? Sure, they were friends. She always stopped by to
say hello. But so did a lot of people from the neighbourhood. 1t
had become a regular thing. Strangers would open up, talk about
their lives with these three crazy Canadians.

But had Jennifer been hinting of deeper feelings? Feelings she
had for him? Was it possible? Again Glen tugged at the collar of his
sweatshirt, He couldn't stop sweating. Confusion had taken over,
What did he want?

Glen shifted his weight on the dainty chair. He scanned the
shoppers, the office workers, the hipsters, coming down the side.
walk. He checked his watch again, Hank had said he'd be back by

three o'clock. Again Glen peered into the passing crowd, search.
ing for Hank's familiar face.

Glen felt a tap on his knee, “Mister?” A little girl had stopped in
front of him. She looked up into Glen's face. "Where's the elf?”

The child wore a pair of earmuffs on her small head. Her hand
was being held by an older child, a boy.

Glen grinned at the little girl. “Aren't I a good enough elf? See
my hat?"

The girl stared at him, her face set.

“Not Well...” Glen pointed over to Nick, who was down by the
alley feeding pigeons. “Is that him?" The girl's gaze followed
Glen's pointing finger. Nick stood surrounded by a sea of grey
birds pecking the sidewalk. The girl shook her curls.

“Where's my elf? He said he would be here till Christmas.”

“Does your eIf have a big brown mustache?”

fH g
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*Catch your death? It means.
gick. get a cold.”

- She smiled up at him. “And 1 will die?” she teased. She was i
short woman, with a full bosom. Her black hair was pulled
jack from her face. Her skin was light brown. She had wide cheek.-
jones, and black eves. Right now they sparkled with mischief. “In

Iy country, we do not speak of catching death, Death, he catches
P

Cilen was still down on his hands and knees, Now he scrambled
heavily to his feet. “A contact lens? You mean for..." and he
pointed at hiseves, “No, no, [ don't need glasses. No..." Helooked
mournfully down at Hank's chair, It still tilted on its back leg. ")
was just seeing if | could fix this,” he muttered.

The woman held out a clothes hanger. *1 brought your
sweater,”

“My sweater!” It was folded neatly over the hanger and covered
with clear plastic.

“It is very pretty. It is made by hand knit?”

“Yes." They both stared at the sweater'’s pattern of snowflakes
and reindeer, Glen tried to explain. “Handling the trees, the pitch
is sticky.” He reached for his wallet. “Let me pay you.”

*You already paid, you don't remember?” The woman's warm
smile had a touch of shyness to it. She looked around at the trees.
“It is very pretty here. It smells so nice.” She pressed her nose into
oneof the wreaths hung by the doorway. She breathed deeply, eyes
closed. “All day 1 breathe the fumes from the dry cleaning.” Glen leaned forward, his voice earnest. *] 1ave you bought vour

Glen looked again at his sweater folded on the hanger. He IFistmas tree yet?” : :
shook his head in wonder. ™1 can’t believe you brought my sweater laughed, shaking her head. *1 have no room. Where [ live
over. This is very special service.” ere is no room,”

"] thought you would need it. [t is my coffee break.” G

Then Glen really looked at her. She wore only a plain dress of
dark wool gathered ar the waist. “But you're not wearing a coat
You'll catch your death!™

“What does that mean, please? | am still learning English.”

- well, it means you might gel

Glen stared down at her, This woman had such a calm pres-

e There was a beauty in her face that shone from deep within.
seemed to know exactly who she was, And exactly who fie was,

FBut how did vou know where to find me?”

She merely waited for him to answer his own question,

?‘-!'Df course!” and he smacked his forehead. *You work right

e there.” He pointed across 7th Avenue, “The Quik-Stop Diry

eancrs. Probably have a great view of us over here.” |

The woman only smiled.

- " a f
ilen's brow furrowed in concern. “No room for a Christmas
- He picked up a Charlie Brown, one of the litile three-foot

laughed. “No, that is oo big.”

t1oo big? A Charlie Brown? How small 15 Your apartment?*”
smiall,” she nodded.
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“Too small to even change your mind in?"

“Change my mind?” She smiled up at him. “You are funny. Yoy pressed.”
are like a clown.” *You are impressed I am from Peru?”

"1 am? Oh, you mean this hat?” He pulled it off. "Now do | look -He studied her face, with its wide cheekbones and warm dark
like a clown?” :

Her smile widened. She nodded, and couldn’t help but laugh_ 1y
was a warm, lingering laugh.

For some reason, Glen didn't mind being laughed at by her,
“What about some branches? Here, take these,” He scooped upan
armful. The branches had been trimmed from the bottom of g
balsam fir.

She looked at them with longing.

“(o on, they're free. Here... Put out your arms.”

But instead she fingered the needles on a branch. "I must go
back to work now." She pinched the needles between her fingers
and brought the scent to her nose. Again she closed her eyes, asif
to shut out all but that aroma of forest.

Glen watched her, this short, nicely-plump woman. Then he
said, "Do you mind if | ask where you're from?”

“You mean my country? My old country is Peru. | am from the
mountains there, the Andes.”

Glen still held his armful of branches. “Jeez." He wagged his
head in disbelief. "Peru... You could knock me over with a
feather.”

She knit her brows, trying to understand. She sized up Glen's
bulk, She was obviously confused.

Don’t worry, It's just a saying. It means that I'm very

She felt his stare. 1 am Magda.” And she ducked her head, with
at touch of shyness again,

®I'm from the mountains, wo,” Glen gushed, talking fast,
srom Canada.” He wanted to distract her from her own shyness,
m just a country bumpkin like yourself. A bumpkin—that
gans, it means...”

‘Guilty thoughts were racing through Glen's head. Coming 1o
w York, he'd dared to have hopes that maybe he'd meet a
pman—the right woman. He'd even prayed to Saint Jude.
s, Saint Jude, march me up with one of the millions qi:lr WO H
o pray to you for a husband. But everything seemed to be hap-
ming so fast. This woman, Magda. ..

‘And only this morning, fennifer had confided her feelings 1o
m. She was obviously serious about him. But what she'd said had
ght Glen totally by surprise.

Sure, he'd had a crush on Jennifer. He always got crushes on
pmen if they talked to him. It's just that they'd never liked him in
Esame way. They just wanted to be “friends.” How many times
d he heard that in his life?

Al the moment he was still holding the branches in his arms, his
ks hat back on his head. A million thoughts raced through
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his brain, But he couldn’t think of a thing to say. except to blury,
“My name is Glen.”

The woman called Magda was still looking down at the side.
walk. "And vour last name is Turner.”

Glen's jaw dropped. Who was this woman? A mind reader? Wag
she reading his thoughts? Glen gulped. *How do you know my Jast
w name?”

She smiled up at him. She pointed to the sweater, newly
cleaned. " Your name is on the ticker.”

FE |
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MR. BAXTER

Mr. Baxter looked arouncd. It was hard 1o believe that a
wiotinan had ever lived with him in this apartment, He never
spoke al his wile to anyone, He never spoke her name aloud.
He didn like to think about it, No trace remained of that
brief, shared happiness. Thirty years Later, there were none of
her clothes beft in the closer. The medicine cabinet in the
bathroom held anly his razor and shaving cream and a single
taothibrush,

But about 10 years ago. he'd found a single bobby pin
behind the toiler. The bobby pin had been wedged between
wio floorhoards all those vears. Mr, Baxter had picked up the
bobby pin. It was made of black metal; his wife’s hair had
been Black.

Pain had then twisted inside his chest, For a moment he'd

| thovight be might be having a heart attack. He'd gasped 1 few

breaths, and tried to slow the painful pounding of his heart.
Then he'd taken the bobby pin into the living room and
held it under the reading lamp, Where were his glasses?
With trembling fingers Mr. Baxter had put his glasses on.
Again he'd picked up the babby pin, and peered at it under
the circle of light. A black strand of hair was caught in the

That's when his wife's name had slipped from his tongue
in a whisper.
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DECEMBER 18

The dawn broke with a cold, bitter wind. The wind coursed down
7th Avenue. [t swirled dust and grit from the streets. Litter from
the gutters and the trash baskets was lifted and blown against the
Christmas trees at the corner.

The wind whistled as it blew, and the notes from Nick's pan-
Hute were quickly lifted away, lost. Whenever Nick worked the
carly morning shift. he greeted the dawn with his flute,

Hank and Glen were still asleep in the van, The sky had already
grown lighter. The streetlamps blinked oft, all at once.

The last note lifted from Nick's flute and was swirled away ina
gust of wind. Slowly he raised his head, blinking. The dust of the
street stung his eves, “Hey, Texas Eddy,” he called out. He stood
waiting as Eddy trudged toward him, leaning into the wind.
"Eddy, my friend...” Nick held up his hand. Eddy held up his,

MHeee Wise Mex

ge fingers grimy with dirt, They gave each other the “high-five,”
apping their hands together in the greeting of the street,

| Eddy wore a black knit cap. It was pulled down low over his
pow, and covered his ears. He smiled at Nick, but it was a grimace
missing teeth. " You-all need anything?”

“Nick shook his head. He pulled him into the little shelter Trees
aned against the outside of the hut. The thick branches mufiled
e shriek of the wind for those inside. And the heater warmed the
ftle room.

it down, Eddy. Here.” Nick lifted a pile of laundry from the
nl chair. It was a bateered kitchen chair. It had chirome metal
gs. Its seat and backrest were covered in faded red plastic. Eddy
garded the chair with pride. He'd found it in one of the green
gmpstets in the neighbourhood. It was a replacement for the
'_'_ ut chair that had broken under Glen's weight.

S You want some colfee, Eddy?” Nick lifted the lid of the kettle,

! mﬂ'ee'a aroma filled the little hut. The smell itself seemed 1o

ter both men. They held their cups with both hands, « warming

- The plastic tarp above their heads rippled noisily.

_-.l low’s business, Eddy? You don't ook 50 good,”

“I'm needing a light here.” Eddy’s pale eves were tired. His nose

srunny and his face was pinched from the cold. A cigarette butt

ngled from his cracked lips.

Nick struck a match. He leaned over and lit the cigarette’s

ckened tip. Then he sat back on the edge of the table. “Where'd
sleep last night, Eddy?”
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Eddy pulled a long drag of smoke into his lungs. His face
relaxed. “It's nice in here. You folks have a nice place.” He ignored
Nick's question, or perhaps he hadn’t heard it.

“Eddy, tell me something. How long ago did you leave Texas?™
Nick waited. “You hear me, Eddy?”

But Eddy was still counting. He took another puft and held j,
“Twenty-three vears," his voice squeezed out, with a wisp of
smoke.

Nick stirred in one spoonful. Eddy waited. Nick stirred in
pther. Eddy waited. “ You want more?” At his nod, Nick stirred
a third heaping spoonful.

“More.”

dick stirred in spoonful number four. “That’s it, Eddy. This
aff will kill vou.” Nick closed the bag of sugar and set it back on
¢ fabhie,

e cold wind was finding its way into the hut. Nick poured
mself some more coffee,

Eddy, let me ask you something.”

#1s this more advice?” Eddy’s evelids fluttered. He appeared to

e for @ moment,

Nick was quiet for a while. Then, " Eddy, where you gonma beag
Christmas Day?"

“When's that?"

“Ir's a week away.”

Eddy shrugged, and took another drag on his cigarette. He
squinted at Nick through the smoke. "5o0 where will you be?”

“That's what I'm getting to, Eddy. On Christmas Day. I fly back
to Canada. And in Canada 1 got my little house in the woods, no
phone, no electricity to pay. | got trees all around, clean air. | got
deer coming out of the forest to eatan apple out of my hand.” Nick
looked down at the tattered rug that covered the subway grate. He
sighed. "1 hate thinking that you'll still be here, living on the
street.” He lifted his dark gaze, to meet Eddy’s pale eves, “Maybe
it'’s time you went back 1o Texas.”

Eddy slowly turned his head to the side. His eyes were half-
closed.

“Eddy, forget your pride. This ain’t no way to live. Why don’
you go back? Youcan't work any harder than you do now, right’."

“You got some sugar for this coffee?”

Mo, man. You do what you're gonna do.” Nick set his empty
p down, “No, it's something that's been bothering me these last
ys. Let me ask you something. You've heard of this disease,
D5, am 1 right?

*Of course,” Eddy straightened in the chair. His pale eyes
-- d. His mind seemed to focus. "But AIDS isn’t really a
o

*“Iread about it over at Saint Vinny's. I was waiting in the Emer-
ficy Room.” Eddy leaned forward, “Some guy cut me on the
bway. Right by my thumb.” He spit on his hand and rubbed
fay the dirt, revealing a long red scar with the stitches still in.
e blood wouldn't stop pumping. | had to hold the damn thing
it for two hours.”

*Yeah, itlooks bad. So, Eddy, tell me what you read over there.”

TR
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Eddy tapped his brow with a dirty finger. "I have a photg.
graphic memory. That's why [ can find you anvthing in this ':i'-'}l'L.
You just ask, 1 know where I saw it last.” He glanced around the
hut. "You need anything?”™

“Eddy, you're gonna come to the paint soon, right? | gotta gy
clean up outside for the customers. A load of trees came in Jagy
night.” '

Eddy didn't seem to hear him. He was staring above Nick's
head at a point in space, His pale eves were halt closed. He wag
reading trom memory the poster he'd seen on the hospital wal],
“...AIDS is a condition that lowers the body's resistance to infeg.
tiem. It allows a variety of discases to attack the body...” Eddy's -
eyelids drooped.

“That's great, Eddy." Nick reached out and patted his knee.
“But what | want to know is, what's your take on this ALDS thing? -
People here, they're walking the streets covered with sores. Yoy
think this is some kind of punishment on the human race? You
think we got off track somewheret”

Eddy jerked awake from a doze.

Nick started to pace the tiny room. He waved the smoke aside.
“1 got a lota things on my mind, Eddy. | got another question for
you. There's a beggar | seen around here a lotta times. That big -
black guy. shaking his tomato can, using a crutch. You know him?
You know who I'm talking about?™

Eddy nodded.

“Then let me ask you something, Eddy. Let me ask you this.”

jick looked down at the rug for a moment, then looked up. “1s he
Rl
mwhat do you mean?”

ick shrugged one shoulder. "What I'm asking—is the guy
ally a cripple?”
Eddy’s pale, sleepy eves came into focus. “You mean does he
ed the crutch?” He tried to think. “No, | guess not.”
®Does this guy live on the street? [s he homeless®"
"No. He drives back to Long Island every night.”
*S0 shaking the tomato can, ..”
Eddy’s evelids Nuttered. “That’s how he makes his living. He's
jta family to feed.”
Nick slowly nodded. “All right. Okay. That's good enough for
L
But Eddy had fallen asleep. His head lolled to one side. His ciga-
te had become a long ash curving down,
*Eddy, wake up. Come on, stand up, Here's eight, nine. .. here's
Mbucks from the kitty.” Nick pressed the bills into Eddy’s fingers.
rent yourself a room, get some sleep.”
Eddy swayed on his feet. "Tell me about Canada again, about

Eaods "

*You get some rest first, | got work o do.”

¥ one o'clock that afternoon, the wind had died down. Hank
itaking a nap in the van, At least he was trying to. In reality, he
fawake, tormented by his conscience,

Ao Hi
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I should have gone right to the palice, | was witness toa murder,,
Bt what dict I actwally see? [ saw no Jace that | could identify. .

“The man was approaching, He walked with his chin held high.
g didn’t seem to notice the orange extension cord across the

His daughter's face then came to mind as he lay there. Celigy dewalk. There was no chance for Hank to call a warning. He
face was such an innocent face, so beautiful. She'd cried whep suldn’t even apen his mouth, The cord wis usually tapud down
she'd learned that Hank was leaving for a month. “What aboyg ithe sidewalk. but it had worked loose under so much foot
Christmas, Daddy?™ ]

Hank turned on his side. After all, § would mever be able to pick \The toe of the man’s shiny black shoe slipped under the cord,
out the killers in a police lineup. All | heard was that strange sound, Hank held his breath. But the man in the expensive suit only
and the muffled shot—and then thar black limo pulled away. ped slightly and caught himself—and kept coming. He looked

Hank finally gave up trying to sleep. He climbed from the van, paight at Hank. “Who do [ sue here?™ he asked, in a thick New
out into the hut. prk accent.

After a quick splash of water to his face, he emerged to the side- “Glen hurried over. He was frowning. “What happened? Who
wilk, blinking. The sidewalk was littered with trash from the d the plug? We've lost all our power.”
windstorm. Hank reached for the broom. As he did so, a long - It was true. The Christmas lights on the big display tree no
Black limousine pulled into the alley. blinked their colours. And the overhead Iighl: bulbs were

Hank froze. His hands tightened around the broom handie, It
was i long black limousine with dark-tinted windows. exactly like
the one that night.

The driver stepped out into the alley, and opened the back door
for his passenger.

A dark, heavy-set man emerged. A cashmere overcoal was
draped over his shoulders. He adjusted the sleeves of his suit. It
was a well-cut suit. His cufflinks flashed gold in the pale sunlight,
The wind had finally spent itself. There was not the slightest
breeze to ruffle the man's silk tie. Not a single hair on the man's
dark head was out of place. He was obviously a man used to
getting his own way.

Hank thrust the broom at Glen. “I'll go."
Hank followed the path of the orange electric cord. At the alley,
e left, and passed a row of overflowing garbage cans, Then
up a step and through a small round hole at the bottom of a

." ank followed it, opening the door. He was greeted with clouds
_'-- am and cooking smells and the noise of many voices speak-
gin Chinese. The cord’s plug lay on the floor by the outlet, Hank
Bgged it in again, and slipped out.

Outside, he leaned against the door of the Chinese restaurant,
Sheart was still racing in fear, He looked up at the pale sky. Elec-
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tric wires crossed overhead in all directions, Where could he ryg ye me a hand here?™ They stuffed the wreaths and stands into the
from the murderers? Nowhere. -';i- ;
He walked slowly back down the alley. Glen watched the limo drive off. He stood with his hands on his
The man in the expensive suit was talking to Glen, who listeneg ips. “Jeez. Do you think he belongs to the Mafia?”
intently, His head bobbed up and down in agreement. And when FHank didn't answer. He picked up the broom again.
Glen spied Hank, he hailed him. “Hank, this gentleman ishaving 3 #Hank? Is anything wrong? Are you still mad at me about vour
Christmas party. He'd like to rent six trees, along with their stands, air?”
It's just for the day, You think that’s okay? Where's Nick?”
“l'don't know,” Hank muttered as he edged past the man in the
SUIL
“Hold on there.” The man put his hand on Hank's arm. “Don't
take me serious. | don't plan to sue.” *(h,
Hank dared a glance into the man'’s dark eyes. Were they the ank, what's going on with you? You've been acting so
eyes of a killer? They were dark and shining. The man nudged aange lately. You're not yourself” Glen's round face wore an
Hank in the ribs. “Hey, let’s see a little of the Christmas spirit.” gnest expression. The flaps of his Christmas hat hung down
There was alcohol on the man's breath, but he wasn't drunk. He per his ears. “What is it? Tell me what's going on.”
was very much in control. He wrmed back 10 Glen and pointed. Hank turned the broom in the opposite direction, towards
“Give me a dozen of those wreaths,” He drew a shiny leather wallet feenwich Avenue, The broom pushed litter ahead of it along the
from an inside pocket of his overcoat. "So... 12 wreaths and six alk, Glen followed at Hank's side. “I've been vour friend for
Douglas firs with their stands. ..” He peeled off three $100 bills, Fodd years, Hank. If you can't talk to me, then who can vou
Then he eved Glen, who wore a worried frown, “ Glen stopped. Hank stopped.
The man peeled off two more 100, *Is that enough?” LA man was running towards them from across Greenwich. The
Glen's frown disappeared. "Don't worry, sir. You'll get most of @n's knees pumped high. He was running fast. He darted back
this back when you return the trees.” i forth among the people using the crosswalk. “Stop him!"
The man leveled a glance at Glen, then Hank. With a faint smile ed a woman's hoarse voice. "He stole my purse!”
he said, “I'm not worried.” There was a hint of threat in his voice. ads turned. People were taken by surprise as the thief ran
Glen tied the trees to the roof of the limousine, “Hank, can vou

‘Hank was pushing the broom down the sidewalk toward the
ley. He stopped. He seemed dazed. “Chair?”
¢ chair! The fancy chair vou found! The chair | sat on and

rl-
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- The mugger turned and twisted under him.

MwWhoa!” cried Glen, riding him.

en 4 woman stepped from the crowd. She leaned down and
pietly tugged at the strap of the purse. She pulled it free. With the
¢ of her pointed shoe she jabbed the thief in the ribs. Then
thout a word she walked off, with the purse under her arm.
“*You're welcome,” Glen called after her. She didn't look back.
he merely hurried her step, crossing 7th Avenue.

*Did you get him? Where's my purset” An elderly woman now
bl ed across Greenwich. She had waited for the next green
ht. “Did you get my purse?”

Glen looked up at her, confused. The thief still twisted under
im, even with Hank holding the man’s legs.

e old woman cried out in a hoarse voice, “1 don't care about
is low-down scum! Where's my purse?”

A policeman walking his beat parted the crowd. "What's going
there?”

When he reached the Christimas tree lot, he hesitated. Trees
lined the sidewalk on either side. The path between was now
blocked by Glen and Hank. Their faces looked as surprised as the
thief's.

Without thinking, Hank lunged tor the man's waist. They fel]
together to the sidewalk. The thief tried to crawl away as Hank
clung to him. He squirmed over onto his back and began kicking,
The strap of the stolen purse was twisted around his arm.

That's when Glen sat on him, He sat down heavily on his chest
and pinned his arms to the sidewalk. “That wasn't very nice of
vou, stealing a woman's purse.”

By now a crowd had gathered. "Bravo!” People began to clap
and cheer. A woman in the crowd opened her briefcase and pulled
out a cell-phone, “I'm calling the cops,” she announced 10 more
cheers. It was a happy crowd, brought together by the victory of
simple good over simple evil.

Glen smiled up at the onlookers, “Only seven mare shopping
days till Christmas, folks."

Laughter rippled through the crowd.

“Get off me you big—" The thief spit curses at Glen. Hank still
clung to the legs of the man, who was trying to kick him off. Hank
now turned his face to one side. His Canada hat fell to the side-
walk, exposing the bald spot at the back of his head.

Glen continued to chat with the crowd of people. Many were
Christmas shoppers and carried armloads of packages. “Has eve-
ryonie bought their Christmas tree? [ not, we've got some beauties

right over there.”

When Nick finally returned he was greeted with excitement.
Mick!" cried Glen. "You'll never guess what happened!”

But Nick paid little attention. He was beaming. “Listen to this. |
ta new word: Be-nev-o-lent.”

“Nick! We caught a thief?”

s face fell. “What was he after?” In a low voice he added,
he find the kitty?”

alen followed Nick into the hut. *No, no. The guy was a purse-

tcher.”
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Nick reached up behind the food shelf. He brought down a fy
sock and opened it, looking in. 5o he didn't get the boss’s money,
Good, good... Yeah, sorry about being late. [ took one of the
three-footers over to Saint Vinny's. [ figured they could use abitof | *1.... | didn’t mention any exact figure.”

Christmas in the Emergency Ward." Nick smiled up at Glen. Yoy ‘More honking from outside.
should have seen their faces when I brought in that tree. Man, SWhat about stands? You rented him stands?”
their eyes lit up, you know what | mean?” ' Glen nodded. "And he took some wreaths.”

*Nick—" . Did he buy the wreaths or just rent them? We don't want Mr.

“And I took a couple of Scotch pines down to the church, I wold mmer coming down on us, saying we got short-changed.”
the priest they're for persons who can’t atford to buy a tree. We got Hank was elected to go face Mr, Hammer, Out at the curb, he
to talking, me and the priest. He said | was doing a be-nev-o-lent d gently at the back window of the station wagon. No
act. That's the word. | gotta look it up in my dictionary. Where'd | ponse. Mr. Hammer sat slumped with his head back. His
put it?” He found the little book. “Yeah, I'm gonna surprise Kate, puth hung open. He was snoring. [Itlooked like he hadn't shaved
right? Be-nev-o-lent. Here it is.” aweek.

Hank stood in the doorway. “Tell him the rest,” he said in a flat Hank then knocked at the driver’s window., Mr. Hammer's

That's from the Mafia guy,” Glen explained. “That's his
pposit. We'd better keep those.”
#How much are we charging him to rent six trees?”

voice. mply-faced son rolled down the window. Hank was about to
“The rest?" Glen thought for a moment. “Oh—and a guy came e the rolls of bills to the boy when a hand reached from the back
by in a big limo,” at: “I'll take that.”

en the back door of the station wagon opened. Hank knew
gt the open door wasn't an invitation to join the boss in the back
at. It was a command. He climbed in.

“Shut the door. You raised in a barn?” Hammer counted the
I5. Then he counted them all a second time, *Is this it? Is this all
I got to show for the last 24 hours?”

Hank nodded. He felt trapped.

*You guys gotta do better. You're too soft, too nice, Don't let the

Wick listened with interest as Glen filled him in. Then Glen
added, “So, does he sound like he’s in the Mafia?”

A loud horn blasted right outside. It honked in a familiar
rhythm. No one moved.

“That must be the boss.”

The horn honked again, impatient.

Nick pulled out the sock again. He took out the roll of bills. His
eyes widened at the five 100,
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customer bargain for his tree, You set the price. And don't let some _ being stolen. And then another woman had stolen the same

slut bat her eyes at you to a get a tree on the cheap. You hear?™ purse right off the thief! She'd done it in plain sight of eve ryone.
Hank sighed, “Yes, sir.” tl just walked off—disappeared into the Christmas crowds
Hammer called forward to the boy at the wheel. "You hear thay, th the purse under her arm. What kind of a person would do

kid? This guy has manners. You could learn something.” hat?
Hammer's wild laugh filled the car. He leaned back on the seap, | Hank was standing there on the curb, shaki ng his head, when

and turned his haggard face towards Hank. “You have any trouble pmeone tapped him on the shoulder. *You ng rman?”

vet with people stealing treest™ Hank turned to face a woman of about 60 vears with bleached-
Hank smiled to himself, remembering the “bear™ he'd chased donde hair. Her worn face was lined with worry, She pointed over

away that first night. “No.” he answered. ithe hut, 1o the Christmas tree lot. “I believe you're one of the
“Well, this is what you do. You get a pipe or a baseball bat. Bey llows who works here?”

the crap out of them. Break an arm, break a leg. Mess them upa e5, ma'am.”

lintle,” - 'EUP'L'I'Iﬂd the coin purse in her hands, “I'm H“i:n.l"- o visit my
“Yes, Mr. Hammer." Hank put his hand on the door handle. pover at the hospital. I was hoping you might watch the meter
“Go, go. | gotta get some sleep.” Hammer pulled up the collar of ' ml,- And if it runs out, vou could feed it these quarters.” She

his black-and-white checked jacket. He sank down in the sea, poked into Hank's eves, I can tell you're a good person.”

eves closed. Hank shifted on his feet. *Well, 1 used to think so..." He
“Wait!" gepted the handiul of coins.
Hank sat back again. *That should be enough. Right now the meter’s good for an
Eyes still closed, the boss gave him a last warning, “A tree lot pr. But I'll be gone longer than that.” The woman looked away

down in Soho was torched last night. Burned to the ground, every moment. Tears sprang o her eves. “You see, my son b

tree. Of course, the tellow running it didn't work for me, He 5. She nodded, “Um-hmm,” pressing her lips together.

thought he could do it on his own.” Hammer opened one eye, ID5,” she repeated. She turned to look at Hank. “Yes, VU see,

“Without my protection, you understand?” And the eve closed, it Vincent’s Hospital is the main AIDS hospital in New York
Hank stepped from the station wagon. He wanted to slam the - Yes, my son, he's only... well, he's about vour age. Still

door shut as hard as he could. New York was getting to him. mg," she murmured.

Nothing was simple here. Today he'd saved an old woman's purse
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‘Then she squared her shoulders. “That's my car over there. the

blue sedan.” |
“All right." Hank slipped the quarters into
green wool knickers. “Don't worry,” he called

care of it for you,”

the pocket of his
after her. "Il take

The quarters jingled in Hank's F“:kﬂ'. They wuuidn'F ket him
forget. He kept recalling the woman's pititul I-i.'u..'_r!- But I:HJE-I.I'I?:HE wis
steady that afternoon, Customers kept stopping by, 15""?“""1{- for
the p;zrﬁ.":.'I tree. He had no time to dwell on the nmth?r s plight.
But the quarters jingled in his pants pocket, like a sad ht1|¢_tune:
During a lull in business, Glen appmarhmjl Hank with 1.“5
Christmas hat in one hand. “Hank? You mind if T make a :;l..u.:k
dash over to the dry cleaners? | got a spot of pitch on one of my
earflaps. It's okay? You'll be okay heret”
“Go, go,” Hank waved him on. |
“I'll be right back,” Glen called over his shoulder. He hurried to
salc sreen light across Tth.
'-“';:: T;eﬁ:iwefk.ﬁlen had been feeling terribly guilty. Ithadto
do with lennifer. She'd been stopping by the hut every day, on ]‘I-H'
way to and from rehearsal. And every day she ?.e-elmed happier
than the day before. Even Nick had remarked on it. “She m.*msui
be in love,” is what he'd said. And Glen could only gulp.*‘[ kniow.
How could he tell Jennifer that he didn't share her feclings?

He was in a bind. If he crossed the street to visit Magda, he'd ht
cheating on Jennifer. It was that simple. But now he had to get s

hat cleaned.

gl
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Reaching the other side of 7th, Glen paused by the lamppost.
was wearing clean grey sweat pants and his reindeer sweater.
ran a hand over his hair. Again he began 1o question himself.
He'd always thought of himself as a romantic tellow, pining after
this woman and that woman, But was he capable of really loving
eone? Was he? Maybe he didn't have a heart after all.

Well, he'd have to find out. And then he'd have to explain things
p Jennifer somehow.

Glen pushed open the door to Quik-Stop Dry Cleaners. The
ll jangled overhead. He held the door open for a customer going
gt The bell jangled again as the door closed. Glen was alone in
e shop. He laid his Christmas hat on the counter. On the counter
as a small silver dome: a little bell to press for service. He stared
_ at it. He felt guilt and excitement, mixed. Should he press
e bell?

=Hello,” came a calm voice, with a soft accen,

Glen smiled. “Hello, Magda.™ Just hearing her voice, a peace
gme over him,

SWhat is this?™ With deft fingers she picked up the fleece hat.

¢ smiled up at him. “This is your clown hat?” Her dark eyes

e with mischict

Glen flushed. He pointed to the ear flap, “Theres a spot of pitch

L

Magda inspected the hat. “There is no..."

'.' pitch must be on the other flap, I'm sure it's there.” Glen's

s stumbled over each other.
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seth he pulled off hisleft glove and stuffed it into his pocket. Then
e held out his hand. “Come with me.” His thick fingers closed
found Magda's small plump hand.

 She didn’t ask where they were going. She simply quickened
er step to keep up. Their breath clouded in the cold evening airas
ey walked.

"Sec that man walking up ahead in the striped sweater?”

Glen pulled the big fir through the tree wrapper. He knew whgy
was coming. This guy was in no shape to carry his tree home, Hg
was going to need it delivered. Glen checked his watch, Where wag
Magda? Didn't she get off work soon?

The man plucked at Glen's shoulder. “That's a hot sweater yoy
got there yourself. Those are deer, right? What say you and me
ke a trade?”

“MNo way," said Glen. “My sister knit this." :

“Your sister?” The man threw back his head as a belly laugh “Well, this is his tree.”
rocked him. *1 am kidnapped?™ There was a sparkle in Magda'’s eyes.

It was a wonderful laugh, and Glen couldn’t help but smile. By Glen didn't dare look down at her. He thought his chest would
he cast alook around, “Hank? Nick? Can somebody else take care rst from happiness, For the first block they walked along in
of this delivery?” fence. At the curb, Glen murmured, “Your hand is so warm.”

“No, no." laughed the fellow in the bumble bee sweater, He Magda laughed. "It is your hand that is hot,"
pointed a long finger at Glen. " You bring it,” And he wandered off
down the sidewalk, turning the corner down Greenwich.

There was nothing else to do, Glen hefted the tree to his shoul-
der. At the curb, he cast a last glance across 7th, That's when he saw
Magda.

She was crossing with the green light while the traffic waited,
She took her time coming across. People hurried past her, but
Magda walked at her own pace. She walked as if she were crossing
a field, not a busy six-lane street. She was short, and her coat was
too big for her, too long. But it didn’t seem 1o matter. She knew
who she was. pkee as gently as he could. He didn't want her to be afraid that he

“Magda!" Glen shouted. It felt so good to call out her name, He $a mugger or anything, But she wasn't afraid. She seemed to be
stood waiting, balancing the tree on his right shoulder. With his oking right through him with her haggard, tired eyes.

Pack at the Christmas tree lot, Hank kept watch over the parking
jeter as promised. [t was past six and dark when the blonde
pman finally returned. He saw her standing at the door to her
:' . Her visit to the hospital had lasted almost five hours.

Hank walked over. "Ma’am, are you all right?”

e woman turned. The car keys were in her hand. She didn’t
gem 10 know who he was, Her haggard face was tear-stained. Her
pes were reddened and wide with grief.

*1'm the fellow you gave the quarters to,” Hank explained. He

L] L.
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Glen lowered the tree from his shoulder.

“No. no! Come on in and have a beer. My father must have a
peer or two in his fndge.”

| Glen hesitated. "You don't live here?”

*Me!” the man cried. "My father would kick my butt it he knew
was here. He don't know [ still got a key.” The black man pulled
ff his big yellow and black striped sweater and threw it onto a
ir. "Bring that tree on in to the living room.”

*Well..." Glen glanced down at Magda. She stood quietly with
gr arms folded across her chest. *Should we take our shoes off™
“Your shoes oft?” That laugh rang out again, within the large
e tiful room. *You must have us mixed up with the Japanese.
¢ Japancse take their shoes off. No, no, my father is black, vou
nderstand? He is black and rich. Here, come over here, lady. Take
ook at this view,”

‘Magda walked over in her long coat. She joined the man at the
.'dnw.. looking out. The sparkle of lights danced beyond.
here is your father?” she asked quietly,

en came o stand beside Magda. He didn't look at the view
gelf. He looked at his and Magda's reflection. Her small, still form
$ide his large bulk. They were like two shadow-ghosts, The
fhts of the city sparkled through them,

SWhat does it matter where my father is?™ The man waved his
m. “He's off somewhere in Europe, doing his thing. My father's a
iy imporiant man.”

Glen took Magda by the dlbow. "We should go."

no you don’t? You ain't leaving without this.” He reached

“Are vou sure you're all right o drive? You look pretty shaky™

When she didn’t answer, he added, “How is your son?”

The woman dropped her keys. She held out her arms in the
most pitiful way.

She didn't cry as Hank held her. $he only shook, her whole
body shaking. Hank swallowed the lump in his throat. He held the
perfect stranger until her shaking stopped.

Then he picked up her keys from the sidewalk. He unlocked the
door for her, and held her elbow as she stepped into the blye
sedan,

[thadal ready been a 10-minute walk for Glen and Magda. They'd
reached Washington Square. The man in the bumble bee sweater
had stopped 1o talk with a doorman in front of a fancy building,
He and the doorman appeared to be old friends. The black man's
wonderful drunken laughter rang out. He shook the doorman’s
hand, and passed into the lobby of the building. Glen and Magda
followed with the tree.

The lobby gleamed with marble and polished brass.

The 10-foot Christmas tree wouldn't fit into the elevator at first,
They had to bend the crown, The balsam’s wonderful smell filled
the elevator as they all rode up. Six, seven, eight... The lellow
stepped out at the top floor. He wasn't so drunk now. He was able
to fit his key into the lock. He chuckled to himself, "My father,
hoo-ee, he's gonna be so surprised, he sees this tree.”

Then he pushed open the huge oak door to reveal an elegant
hallway.
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in his pocket and held up two 510 bills. He smacked them dowy
into Glen's hand and covered it with his own. “Eku odun. Yoy
know what that means?”

“Nosir, | don't.”

"Well now you do.” He laughed a sad laugh. "1t means "Merry
Christmas’ in the Yoruban language.”

Riding down in the elevator, Magda was quiet. Finally she mur.
mured something to herself. Glen leaned his head down. " Wharz”

“A boy should not be without his father,” she repeated, She
looked up at him. Sadness shone dark in her eyes,

Glen frowned in concern. “Are you worried about that guy?
Why, he had 10 be 30 years old, at least. He's no boy.”

They were almost to the lobby.

“You are wrong, Glen Turner. Tonight he is a boy.”

But she let him take her hand as they walked out onto the dark-
ened street.

“Which way?" he asked.

“You will walk me home?™

“Of course.” He spoke in earnest. "A woman shouldn’t be ous
alone at night without an escort.”

Magda laughed. *You are a funny man, Come, this way.”

“You know what 1 like about you? One of the things? You're

never ina hurry, Evervbody else in New York is always ina hurry”
To that, Magda Eigg.led.
*Oh jeex, am | walking too fast?”
“My legs are not so high.”

iaa
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Glen slowed his step. “Magda? What if 1 asked you a personal
tiond”

L “Please, you ask what you like.”

“You said vou were from Peru.”

L “Yes,” she nodded. “Last T lived in Lima. My husband was not

when [ came here with my boy. Now our son is a grown man.

fe lives across the bridge, it is a place called Brooklyn.” As they

under a streetlamp she looked up at him. “1 live only with

mysell now. Is that the answer to your question?”
"Wait a minute.” Glen let go of her hand. “Sometimes 1 get

gaty.” He wiped his hand on his pants. Then he took Magda’s

:; nd again, even though she was laughing at him,
| "Now | have my question,” she said.

“You want 10 know the difference between Canadians and

imericans.”
-L:Iupjﬁrlg. she shook her head. “No, no."
' “Canadians are funnier than Americans.” Glen stopped. He

d at her with his deep-set eves. "Seriously, Most of the

imous comics in the States are from Canada. [Usa fact. It's alittle-

pown Fact in the States, But it's a well-known fact in Canada.”
*This is my building."
~Wait.... What about your question? You were going to ask me

"1 |!|1I-]1i',;.'.I

~Twillask my question another time.” From her coat pocket she
out a small green bundle.

“My hat! | forgot all about it.” Glen flushed, “So you found the
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spot of pitcht” He knew and Magda knew that there had never
been any pitch on the hat.

“Bend down,” she told him. She pulled the hat onto his heag
and smiled up at him. “Now vou are the funny Canadian,”

It had been a busy day at the Christmas tree lot, It was now past
seven o'clock, and Nick was hungry. He rolled up the sleeves of his
fringed jacket.

Just then Glen arrived, out of breath. He'd trotted all the way
back from Magda's building, and his face glowed pink.

“Glennie, where you been? You have trouble on the delivery for
that drunk guy?"

Glen stood huffing and puffing, his hands on his hips. He
shook his head, No. He leaned over, his hands braced on his knees,
“Ran..." he gasped, grinning,

“That’s a good way to get yoursell a heart attack, Glennie.”

Wick wore a headband across his brow. His grey hair was pulled
back in a ponytail, Grey wisps had escaped, they hung down over
his ears. 1 was just gonna go in and start the pasta.” He reached
into the hut and turned off the boom box. ™[ can’t take any more of
those Christmas songs.” Then he cocked his head. "Now what?”

fangle jangle fungle.

The jangling noise grew louder.

“It's your beggar, Nicki.”

It was indeed the man with the tomato can, shaking his few
coins, The noise ragged on Nick's nerves. Jurngle jangle. The black

10z
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man’s skin was grey and rough like the hide of an elephant. He
gruggled along on one crutch, And he stopped right in front of
.‘;, k. He shook his can. fangle jangle jangle,
- Nick looked up into the man's face, and his eyes narrowed.
fhey stared at each other for a full minute, Neither backed down,
e blinked. Finally Nick sighed, and reached for his wallet. He
puffed two dollars into the tomato can, The beggar nodded his
hanks, and moved on. His face had remained a blank for the
ptire stare-down,
P By this time, Glen had recovered. He straightened up. “Nick, I
think I can wan for pasta. How about if | #0 get us some
ghinese foad?” Then he called to Hank, up the sidewalk. “How
pes Chinese sound to you?”
t Hank’s face was pale under the light bulbs strung overhead.
"What is it, Hank? You look like vou've seen a ghost,”
at guy's back.”

B What guy?”
: The Mafia guy in the limo. He's got some people with him."
Eurr: enough, alimousine had pulled into the alley. Several men

ged. Une carried a large platter. Another man carried two
irdboard boxes stacked in his arms, They were bri nging the left-
fers from the Christmas party.

¥ hen the limo departed, the six rented trees had been returned.
stood on their stands in a row along the sidewalk,

#nd on the table inside the little hut, a feast was spread on trays
6 platters. There were tiny pastries stuffed with salmon and
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crab. And baby carrots cooked in brown sugar. There were shrimp

and prawns on toothpicks. There were turkey legs and ham rolls,

There was even halfa Beef Wellington: a roast covered with mush.

room paste inside a baked crust. And of course there were

Christmas cookies and tiny mince tarts,

Hank now stood looking down at this spread of food. He was
speechless. His eyes were clouded with confusion. He had to step
outside, and get some fresh air, and think.

Outside, Hank began pacing the length of the Christmas tree
lot. When he reached the alley, he turned and paced back. Was afj
this food a bribe from the Mafia? Was it supposed to keep him
quiet about the murder?

The might lite in Greenwich Village had already begun for the
evening The sidewalks were crowded. The clubs and cafes were
filling up. When Hank reached the corner at Greenwich Avenue,
he suddenly stopped in his tracks. A thought had struck him,
SOMmeons h1.|m],1u:d inte him from behind. “Sorr }’—" Hank
stepped to one side and stood by the lamppost. Then he started to
chuckle.

What a fool he'd been. What a stupid fool! Out on the avenue,

taxicabs and cars and limousines raced by, Limousines. For it

seems there was more than one black limousine in New York City.

In fact, at that very moment, another one whizzed past directly in

front of him. A black limousine with dark-tinted windows. They

couldn't all belong to the Mafia!

Hank turned on his heel. He was hungry and he was going 1o

eal.

[1=F]
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Inside the hut, Glen sat on the only chair. He was biting into one
f the salmon pastries. Nick held a turkey leg in his fist. He lifted it
pgreeting to Hank. "What a trip, man. What a trip.”

Hank looked at Nick's huge turkey drumstick. He looked at the
able covered with fancy food, here in this makeshift hut. And he
urst out laughing. It was all so crazy. New York was crazy.

Glen pointed, his mouth full. *Hank, try one of those little crab
1 gs." Then Glen raised his eyes 1o the doorway. “Jennifer!” he
urted with his mouth full, He stood up, cracking his head
gainst the shell.

Al right, you guys, what's different about met™ Jennifer's face
s radiant. “Come on, guess.”

Her big bag hung from her shoulder, as usual. And as usual, she
s dressed all in black. Black leather jacket, black tights, black
jgh-heeled boots, Jennifer then spied the feast on the table, *Hey,
hat's all this food? Ooh, it looks delicious. .. No, no | don’t dare.
ut where'd it come from?”

‘Hank smiled, chewing. “We have connections.”

Jennifer took a single baby carrot and nibbled on it. "Come on,
u guys. Look me over. T can't believe you don't see it.
“Nothing has changed,” murmured Nick in his husky voice.
pu look beautiful.”

‘Hank could only smile, and shrug.

en pointed to his mouth: full. But he wasn't chewing. At the
it of Jennifer, a wave of guilt had washed over him. He couldn't
it off any longer. He had to tell [ennifer about Magda. And he
d to do it tonight. He had to do it right now.
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“Come on, fellas,” she pleaded. She held out her left hand, with
its long slim fingers, A small diamond ring sparkled. "Take alook,
Isn't it beautiful?™ She gave an excited little jump. "Dummies! I'm
getting married! And you three are the first to know."

Glen's eves widened, his mouth still full.

“He's my dancing partner,” cried Jennifer. “Remember?
Remember 1 told you about the guy who dropped met”

196

MR. BAXTER

Mlr. Baxter's wife had tried to reason with him. *Lew,” she'd
said, “terrible things happen in this world. But wonderful
things happen too, Darding, you saved that child's life, He's
alive because you were there, and you caught him.”

Bt Lew Baxter woubd remain silent, as he lay beside his
wife, He would stare wp at the ceiling. And finally he would
turn on his side, away from her. He didn’t like 1o be touched
anymare, Not since that night,

That night he'd been walking his beat, 1t had been about
eight o'clock, only a few days betore Christmas. The vear had
been 1962, This was going to be Lew Baxter's first Christmas
as a married man. He was 40 vears old, and he was happy. It
was an icy-cold night, with ice crusting the sidewalk. ut he
wits $1ill @ young man; he walked with a firm stride, whistling
"Sibent Nigtht.” His breath dowded as it hit the cold air, Silent
night, holy night...

There had only been a single seream from the mother,
high above Lew Baxter’s head. That was his only warning,
He'd looked up, three stories, 1o the fire escape. By some
hecky chance, he was in the right place at the right time. It was
by instinct that he held out his arms and caught the falling

- child—caught him, both of them stunned.

And then the second child had come hurtling down,
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wople walking past. They exchanged nods. Everyone walked
yith shoulders hunched and hands thrust into their pockets, It
- a bitterly cold night. The cold was a special kind of cold. There
a sharpness in the air, almost as if it was going to snow.
Hank hurried up Greenwich Avenue. Reaching 7th, he turned
corner, almost home. He was greeted by the sight of their tall
i play tree lit up with coloured lights.

As soon as Hank entered the hut, Mick stood to his feet. "1'm
eat, Hank. Wake me at three.” And he climbed into the van o get
yme sleep, where Glen was already snoring.

L The little hut offered Hank shelter from the cold's sharp bite. It
s homey now, crowded with stuff, It seemed like every day
Eddy would bring them stuff to buy, There was now a
paster that burned toast. And a pair ot old wooden skis leaning in
pe corner. Hank had bought them from Eddy for 10 bucks,

nk lit two small candles, even though the lamp was on,
andles added their own kind of warmth. Then he sat on the only
hair and began to whittle,

was close to midnight when the first flakes of snow drifted
pwn. They tell lazily, in large flakes,

t Taxicabs still hurtled down 7th Avenue. Sirens screamed, The
ity at midnight still continued to party, and to murder, at its
ied pace.

¢ snowllakes seemed to be falling out of an earlier time,
things weren't so hurried. They drifted slowly down, one
re, one there, in the freezing air. Slowly they fell, and they didn’t
elt. In fact, they began o pile up, one on top of the other.

6

DECEMBER 22

The phone booth had a door, so Hank closed it against the cold,
He rang the number of the office. The Boss wouldn't be there at
this time of night, it was almost 11 o'clock. But Mr. Hammer
always insisted that they phone in the amount of the day’s take. He
liked to know exactly how much money he would be picking up
the following day. It would be a lot this time. The entire popula-
tion of New York City was in a frenzy of last-minute Christmas
shopping, And that included buying Christmas trees.

The line was ringing at the other end.

In two more days, Hank's stay in New York would be over.
Christmas Day he'd be flying home to his daughter. [n two more
dij:ll'h.

Hank had shut the door of the booth, but he couldn’t shut out
the cold. He was grateful when the secretary answered.

Leaving the phone booth, Hank saw 4 few Familiar faces in the
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In the hours after midnight, Hank sat and watched. He sat jug
inside the doorway of the hut, looking out. Silence was slowly
falling on New York. Snowllake by snowflake, Hank could hear
silence accumulate. The whine of sirens dulled. The rush of traffic
down Tth Avenue sbowed tooa crawl.

Hank lifted the concertina from his lap. He had finally taken i
out of his knapsack. Now he unbuckled the leather strap that held
the bellows squeczed shut. He fit his gloved hands through the
straps on either side of the concertina.

Hank wore his hiking boots and long socks with his green wool
kmickers. His red suspenders were stretched over three lavers of
sweaters. His Canada cap was pulled low over his ears.

He played softly. He squeered the bellows of the concertina in
and out. His fingers pressed the small buttons, choosing each
note. The melody crooned like a lullaby in the snowy night. Hank
was plaving only for himself. He plaved "Greensleeves,” to try and
soothe his worried thoughts.,

Overhead, the string of bare light bulbs shone down. They lig
up the little forest of firs and pines. The snow was slowly turning
the green branches white. The drone of an airplane passed high
above.

someone walked by as Hank played with his head bent to the
music. There was a faint crunch of snow beneath shoes, The foot-
prints left behind were soon filled. The snowflakes fell more
thickly now, Hank’s tune faded off, finished.

Peals of merry laughter drew his attention. Hank squinted
through the falling snow. There was a couple over on Greenwich,
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They were throwing snowballs at cach other. Hank smiled sadly.
He longed to be that carefree again. The falling snow muifled their
Jaughter, vet also seemed to carry it farther.

Then Hank saw something that terrified him almost more than
anything else he'd seen in New York. Around the corner came a
ittle girl. Her nightgown hung down below her coat. She shuffled
hrough the snow in bedroom slippers. It was after midnight. And
was alone,

It was as if Hank’s own little daughter had wandered out afier
midnight in the snow. Wandered out, looking for him. Little Celia,
walking in her sleep.

* But this child seemed wide awake. She marched towards him
hrough the snow. She clutched the head of a green cloth snake
under one arm. The snake’s long body dragged after her. It left a
prail in the snow,

The child stopped in front of Hank. It was the little girl from
pefore, the girl in fur earmuffs. She was wearing them now. Snow-
kes fell on her hair and on the shoulders of her coat, The white
Jakes stuck to her evelashes. She blinked them away. “You're an
If, aren't you? A real elf.” This was not a question. 1t was a state-
fent. “You're one of Santa’s helpers.”

| Hank gulped. What could he say but, “Yes™?

Then he stood up. He tried 1o keep the panic from his voice.
Honey, where do you live? Tell me where you live.” He set the
oncertina on the chair.

*Did you tell Santa I've been good?” The girl still clutched the
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snake under her arm. A narrow red tongue dangled from its opep
jaw.

*Of course 1 did, of course,” Hank looked up and down the
sidewalk. No policeman walking his beat, no one to help.

“But I'm worried that Santa’s not coming to our house. Mama
says we can't have Christmas until Papa says sorry. She won't ley
him buy a Christmas tree.”

“Well, sometimes it's hard to say sorry.”

“But he did. He said he was sorry, 25 Himes."

Hank looked up and down the sidewalk at the talling snow, He
worild have to risk it, he would have to leave the lot unattended for
a few minutes. Kneeling down in front of the child, he looked
directly into her eyes. “Show me where you live. Take my hand
and show me where.”

She took his hand. She walked beside him, kicking at the snow
with her bunny slippers. Her hand was so small in his, “Where
now?” asked Hank. They'd turned the corner at Greenwich.

“This way.” And she led him to the right. along Greenwich,
Hank found himself near tears. Again he thought of his daughter
Celia. Children are so strong. They do survive. They survive their
parents’ quarrels. They can even survive the divorce of their
parents,

“Will vou tell Santaagain, that I've been good, and that Bubba's
been good?™

“Yes, | will."

But what was he going to tell the child's parents? It was almost
one o'clock in the morming. Hank would be a stranger ringing
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gheir doorbell. How could he explain that their d_:tughm; had lefi

to find Santa’s elf, and save Christmas for her family?

The snow tell silently all around them, The child led him to the

et for a block, and then left again. She scuffed with her slippers

hrough the several inches of fallen snow. And as she walked, she

ecited her wish list to Santa's elf. °... A doll house, and a doll car-

mage, and Bubba wants,,.”

Behind her, the green snake dragged a trail through the snow.,

Then the child stopped shor.

“Is this where you live?™

She nodded, silent. Harsh voices could be heard from within,

he parents were still arguing.

Nick pushed open the low iron gate. Snow rode on top of the

@i as it swung open, creaking,

i The apartment was below the level of the sidewalk, Steps led

jown toa green door with a brass knocker. Hank's heart was in his

hroat. The child had a tight grip on his hand. What would the

parent’s think? Would they blame him? Would they have him
psted? Their loud voices could still be heard.,

ank reached out for the knocker. Rap rap.

CWho is it?” asked a woman's voice,

“It’s your daughter,” answered Hank. It was all he could think

o say, as his heart pounded.

e door opened a crack. “Sweetie! What are you doing out

re? | thought you were in bed!”

‘The door opened wide. Both parents were now staring at Hank.

1n3
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A delicious smell drew Hank back to the here-and-now, He
ducked back into the hut, and checked the flame under the frying
pan. He was roasting some chestnurs, He lifted the lid, With a
knite he stabbed one of the chestnuts and lifted tout of the pan.
He laid the chestnut on the table, and then tried o pick it up.
"Ouch, ouch! Hot!" He was wearing gloves, but they had short-
ened fingers. He'd better ot the chestnut cool off
Hank didn't really like being alone on the night shift, These [ast
reks he'd been edgy, nervous, Buy the falling snow and its silence
had a cal ming effect. He felt safer somehow, No ong js after me, he
fold himself, He'd been telling himself this for weeks and it was
probably true. But his conscience wouldn't leave him in peace,
Hank picked up the chestnu Again—and jumped when a voice
aid, “Are those chestnuts | smell?"

ol was a young face tha peered in through the doorway of the

Bl A face younger than Hank’s by 15 years, and with g small
immed mustache. The policeman couldn't have been more than
Hank knew that behind his back fe held a nightstick. One of
Bse hard- rubber batons that cracked open heads 15 easily as one
icked open a chestnug,
“Here, let me help. There's a trick 1o j» And the policeman
Pped in, without bein £ asked, without even a search warrant,
M just score the chestnut with your knife, like s0." He looked
Hank’s face. “That's some mustache you gor. How long did it
B 1o grow one like thage

fingered his handlebar mustache. He gave a nervous

g




Turee Wise Mex

“Mind if 1 sit down?" The young policeman dropped 1o the
only chair. It was the kitchen chair from the du mpster. “Nice little
place you got here. Real cozy. Say..." He laid his nightstick acrogg
his knees and leaned forward. “That was nice work last week, yoy
tackling that purse-snatcher.”

Hank's eyes widened in surprise. “How did you know that?™

“Iran’t you remember? [ was walking my beat, T saw the crowd
gathered, and | asked someone exactly what they'd seen.”

Ever since the cop had appeared in the doorway, Hank had
hardly dared 1o breathe. He felt bottled up. “1... L can't take all the
credit. My friend Glen, he..."

“Ah, go on, take the credit.” The policeman pointed at the pan
on the campstove. “You got any of those chestnuts to sparet™

Hank darted a nervous glance, " Sure, sure. Here, take..."

The cop stood up, “Two's fine. They'll keep my pockets warm,
Well..." He tapped his baton against the brim of his cap in salute.
“Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas.” Hank repeated in a tense voice. He'd been
holding his secret inside for so long. He felt as it he might burst if
he didnt tell someone. "Wait!™

The policeman didn't turn around for a mement. When he did,
he asked in a level voice, "What's the problem?”

Hank was flustered. "1... | have a confession to make.”

"D | look like a priest?™ The young policeman stood there in
his dark unitorm.

“Yes... no!™ Hank grew desperate. “It's just that you came
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along when [ needed. .. It's almost as if someone sent vou to me.
Please, just for a minute. Sit down again.”
*I'm supposed to meet my partner up the street.”
Hank looked down at his hands. He picked at a spot of pitch on
his glove. When he finally spoke, he choked out his words. “I'm a
goward. [ saw something. And I didn't tell anyone, not anyone.
I've felt sick inside ever since. L... [ saw a murder happen.” He
voice dropped to a whisper. "I saw someone get killed.”
The cop had taken a small notepad from an inside pocket of his
jpcket. "When!"”

Hank drew a deep breath. He looked up. “December 1st. Nao, |
guess it was the 2nd. It was about 3:30 in the morning”

“Where?"”

“Across the street. | mean, the murder happened across the
L. [ was over on this side. | was standing down by the allev.”

“What happened?”
“Well. there was a black imousine. It was parked in front of that
jazz club over there.”
*The Vanguard?™ The policeman clicked his pen shut. He
feturned the notepad to its inner pocket,
Hank didn't notice, He continued in his confession. “The lim-
sine’s motor was running. [ could see the exhaust coming out of
tailpipe.” Hank picked and picked at his glove. He tried to
ieep his voice under control. “There was this strange sound. |
hought... | thought it was an owl hooting. But it wasn't, There
fas a man pressed up against the wall. A gun was pointed at his
gad.” Hank looked up at the policeman with pleading eyes, “For

[N
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Yeah, he gives himself 4 hard time. Hell, he gave me hard

a second 1 thought it was a toy gun. I couldn’t believe what | was
time.”

seeing. But the man was crying in this strange way. He.... he slid
down the wall... he...”
Sobs jerked from Hank. He hid his face in his gloved hands.
“What is it? You want to be forgiven?”™
Hank nodded into his hands.
*For what? For being in the wrong place at the wrong time?”
Hank protested. “But... but | was wrong! [ should have gone

straight to the police.”
“You got that right. So... " The cop pulled out a card. " The next

murder you see, give usa call.”
“That's all*™ Hank's tear-stained face wore a look of disbelief

The following maorning. buses and delivery trucks tri
Eun:w:;.i :.l:l ifit wasa normal day, Some were able to pI:‘i.J':‘ r;T.idw:
wrough the toot of snow. By ew ¢ | or &
H'F'Il'rl."pﬂlll:l"|l2rb|3l.'1.ll'l'll:!|.|.lll..'k.l:l:#f3$ .-ir.;:l: :!:;2:;.1:: HE'F‘J 1y
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;::m-. xtnr:-rt :uv:-red the empty cab. The snoy u:n'nn::d every-
i v a blanket of white, The signal I; sonti
s the snow fell on the empty _”“ia;‘;i]['i:-" :’:I'!;'.:L“::dr;:‘-'h:lﬂ-ﬁf
reen. But no one used the crosswalk. Instead, people I' H" 3
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canwhile, children had been playing i 7 SiNG I
gen waved to the kids and -.1u4.'k¢.-5 rilcif. ml:::'«l:'Elr::I;;: ':-;t';"'“
:. bmmnl fo push a path down the sidewalk, Hank and Z'-JEL:L' h-eng
usy shaking each Christmas tree free of snow. There were o ;T
Ut 64 trees left to sell. And then there was the giant balsan :-II'|,L
a].-'lr:'e. It blinked its coloured lights as the snow 1:1.mt1::|:|1.|-|::|i uf

“You're not going to arrest me, or deport mel”

"By the way, we made a couple of arrests in the case.”

“What?!" Hank looked up, dazed.

“Don’t you read the papers? Somebody called in the license
plate on the limo. Some old guy with a pair of binoculars. An ex-
cop.” The policeman pointed with his baton. “Guy named Baxter.
Lives right across the street, up on the third floor.” He chuckled.
"Once a cop, always a cop.”

The policeman eyed the frying pan with its hot chestnuts. “T'l
take a few more of those, if you don't mind. It's going to be a long,
cold night.”

Hank followed the policeman out to the sidewalk. “I've felt 50
terrible all this time. I've felt like a criminal myself.”

“Give yourself a break. You remind me of my dad.”

“I do?” Hank was taken aback. Did he look that old?

- ;um- the roof of the hut sageed dan gerously. It was only g
: ahh:r .|[I._H tnk was elected to do the job. First he climbed up
3 the rool nf:hf: van and cleared it of snow. From there he
reach ;_I'I-'L'I!' with the broom to the hur's roof, It was a dry,
snow. "Hey, Glen!” he call S
il called down. “This js pertect powder
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When Hank finished. he tossed the broom down. But he didn?y
come down himself yet. He stood with his hands on his hips on
top of the van, and drew in a deep breath. The weight of guilt was
off his shoulders. From where he stood he could look up and
down the street, He couldn’t see far, because of the falling snow,
But a wild happiness surged through him. The city was trans-
tormed. All traftic had now stopped. Everything was white, and
silent. The silence was like a blessing fallen from heaven. Only
human voices could be heard. Someone waved up at him. He
waved back. He could have stayed up there forever. The aroma of
Nick's coffee brewing is what finally drew him down from his
perch.

The three men were inside drinking their cottee when Jennifer
stopped by, “Hi, guys. I'mina hurry.”

lenmifer had wrapped herself, head and shoulders, in a huge
black shawl. Snowtlakes covered the top of her head, white on
black, Her smile held what evervone's smile held: wonder and dis-
beliet. “Isn't this great?” She licked snowflakes from her cheek. "1
just came by to give you these,” She was digging in her shoulder
bag. She pulled out a pair of batiered toe shoes. Their dirty
ribbons dangled. The shoes were no longer pink, but a greyish
pink.

Glen accepted the toe shoes with both hands as if they were pre-
cious relics.

“And 1o give vou these.” Jennifer held up two tickets. " They're
for today's matinee.”

LI

Turee Wisp Mex

Glen tilted his head and read the labels on the tickets. ™ The Nut -
gracker. Holy cow! This is the ballet you've been rehearsing for?™
lennifer grinned. “I'm one of the Sugarplum fairies. Didn't 1 tell
youl” She pressed the tickets into Glen's hand. “Here, take them.
m sorry that | could only get two." She glanced quickly over at
Nick and Hank. Who would be using the other ticket?

Nick had a teasing look in his dark eyes. "So, Glennie, vou
gonna take your friend?”

“Ahh,” said Jennifer, raising her eyebrows. She turned rowards
Glen. "What (riend?”

Glen still held the toe shoes in one hand and the tickets in the
pther. He was blushing, “But what about Hank?”

Hank was busy. He was waxing the wooden skis that Texas
Eddy had sold him. He was using a candle stub, rubbing it along
he underside of each ski. His face was glowing with anticipation,
He paused, looking up.

“Jennifer, do you know where | can find a toy store around

"

“A toy store? No, not around here. But there’s always F.AQ.
Schware.”

“Do they have good stull? | need a special present. It's for my
iitle daughter. | promised her a Christmas present from New
fork. A special one.”

Jennifer laughed. “Trust me. It's up on 58th Street and
fadison. You can take the subway.”

(B3]
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But Hank didn't take the subway. He took 7th Avenue.

He placed the two skis down on the snowy sidewalk angd
stepped into them, Leaning over, he wrapped the leather bindings
around his hiking boots. At each ankle he buckled the bindings
and then straightened up, “Can you hand me my knapsack,
Nicki?"

The knapsack was empty for now. Hank slipped his arms
through the straps.

“Wait!™ Nick waved an old sock. “You forgot this." From the
sock Nick pulled out a 550 bill and a 320 bill. "You can pay the
kitty back tomorrow when we get our month’s wage.”

“Hey, Hank!” Glen called over. He was busy pulling a tree
through the tree wrapper. “Where are your ski poles?”

Hank pulled his Canada hat down over his ears, He litted up a
leg and took a step-turn, one ski now pointing north. Then he
lifted up his other leg and brought that ski around. “T'll have to do
without poles,” he called over his shoulder. And he set off.

Hank soon got a rhythm going, swinging his arms. His skis
glided forward—first one, then the other. 1t was the greatest of
freedoms, He was skiing north up a one-way street going south!
He couldn’t wipe the smile from his face. Falling snowflakes whit-
ened his evebrows and mustache. His legs moved under him, the
skis gliding. “Coming through!” he called out to a group of chil-
dren ahead. They'd made a snowman right in the middle of 7th

Avenue,

Hank ducked a snowball, and another.

The children reminded him of that little girl last night, dragging
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her green snake through the snow. Her small worried face framed
with carmuffs had haunted him ever since. Would she have a
Christmas? Or would she always remember the year that Santa
didn’t come?

Up at 29th Street, Hank got his second wind. He squinted
through the falling snow.

At 58th Street he glided in a wide turn. He slowed a bit, calling
to a policeman on horseback, “Officer, could vou direct me 1o a
store called F.A.O, Schwarz?™
Anarm pointed, “Three blocks over. Can't miss it.”
No, there was certainly no way to miss it. On the corner of 5th
Avenue, glass walls reached up three stories. Coloured lights were
strung high across the glass in the shape of Santa and his reindeer.
Inside, a 50-foot Christmas tree sparkled with lights and
eoloured balls. Hank had left his skis outside, They were in the
gare of a corner Santa Claus, who was ringing a bell for charity.
Hank had brushed the snow off his arms and shaken out his hat.
Now he stood looking up at the tree. Slowly the giant iree turned
in acircle, showing off its lights and candy canes and tinsel. If ondy
Lelia could see this.
| Children swarmed everywhere. Excitement seemed to pulse in
i air. Hank began to wander the aisles, Children dodged around
lis legs. Their excited chatter and shouts filled the huge toy store.
Hank walked slowly on, trying 1o take it all in. He never wanted
dleave. His eves lit up as he gazed around in wonder. He was like a
hild himself. But an adult voice in his head told him that he
Puldn’t stay long. He had to get back to the Christmas tree lot.

L4
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Then he spotted the perfect gift for Celia,

[t was a music box, with a ballerina poised on top. Someone hag
wound up the key before wandering away. Now the music tinkled
as the ballerina slowly turned round and round. She turned op
one leg, on a pointed toe shoe. Her net skirt sparkled. The crown
on her head sparkled. Even the ballerina’s eyelashes sparkled.

It was perfect. Hank imagined Celia unwrapping such a gift. He
would show her how to twist the key. Her face would light up as
she listened to the tinkling tune. And her eyes would shine as she
watched the ballerina twirl slowly round and round.

Gien was ready for his date. "How do | look?™ He turned slowly
around in front of Nick. “Is the haircut too short?” He smoothed
his hands back over his ears.

“Helax, Glennie, You look great.”

Glen looked down at his sweater with fondness. “This sweater
brought Magda and me together,” he murmured. “I'll have 1w tell
my sister, She knit it, vou know.”

“Yeah, | know, Glennie.”

Gilen pulled on his Christmas hat with the earflaps.

A visitor appeared in the doorway. It was Lucky's owner.
“Mmmm, do | smell after-shave lotion?” The bulldog strained at
his leash to come in. There was snow on top of Lucky's linle
leather coat. He now wore a black leather cap as well, and black
booties on all four paws.

His owner held out a bottle tied with a bow. "Wine from
France. It's your Christmas present from Lucky and me.” Then he
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looked Glen over, and whistled, even though Glen wasn't his type.
*50, you going on a date? Who's the lucky guy?”

“Don’t tease him,” said Nick, holding the bottle of wine. And 1o
Glen he said, "You got your tickets, night? Yeah, that’s good, you
look fine, relax, man.”

Glen hurried over to the Quik-Stop Diry Cleaners. Magda let
*him in. Then she locked the door behind him.

Glen grinned at her, His hat hung over Ins ears. "Are you
ready?”

But she'd turned her back to him. “You tell me only we are
going somewhere special. You don't tell me where.” She pulled
n the shade on the front door.

“It's a surprise,” explained Glen. He followed her as she pulled
down the shades on each of the front windows, Then she turned 1o
Jook up at him. She spoke quietly. A surprise, it makes me
worried. | don't like surprises, | had oo many of these in my life.”
She continued to hold his gade. "Soon vou will go away, Glen
Turner. You will go back to your village in the mountains.”

They were alone in the shop. No one else had come in to work

that du!r'. bevause of the snow, t}nhr' Magda had come in for a few
hours that morning, and now she was closing,
Glen stood looking down at her, his shoulders hunched. “Let's
a0t think about me leaving, That's not till tomorrow, U'm still here
*One of us must think of it, and be sad for us both." Her dark
ves were steady, Then she reached for the mop that leaned
';_-: inst the counter.
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“Rut there are good surprises, Magda.” Without thinking, Glen
took the mop from her hands. He began wiping up the melted
snow on the floor,

As she watched him, Magda couldn’t help but smile, “Yes, |
remember. You came to bring your sweater here. You wanted o
cause no extra trouble for me. You talked fast, You waved your
arms.”

Glen straightened from his mopping. “Were you laughing ar
me theni™

Magda looked at him. Then she lowered her eyes, suddenly shy.
*| saw you were a good person.”

Glen blushed. *So you had your eve on me, and | didn't even
know it?” His meaty hands gripped the mop handle. " read some-
thing in a magazine once. The anticle claimed that it's always the
woman who chooses the man.” Glen waited. “So that's truet™

Magda kept her head down. °1 believe it is not the man or the
woman who chooses,” she murmured. Her fingers found the
small gold cross at her throat. She raised the cross to her lips.
believe it is someone else.” She lifted her gaze. They looked at each
other in mutual shyness,

A sharp knock rapped at the door. Glen and Magda both held
their breath. Another sharp rap sounded. Glen and Magda held

still.
“Io you like pizza?” Glen whispered. He stared intently a1

Magda. He waited for her answer as if it were of the highest impor-
tance, When she didn't say anything, he added in a whisper, "L

own a pizza place, back home.”
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Magda whispered back. "You told me this."

“I did?" Glen hissed,

“Where you live in Canada, it is very far from here,”

They were still whispering,

“Its not as far as Peru.”

“Tam not going back to Pery.”

Glen was sweating now.

Magda nodded towards the door.
now. We can talk.”

But Glen was looking down at his shoes. Thou ghis tlew through

is head. ;
He began mopping the floor again, as fast as he could. The mop

getting too wet to be of use. Glen strai bk v
a bachelor™ K p. “Magda,

“What is that”

"I've never been married. I've never. .. lived with a woman,"
len’s cheeks flushed. 1
Magda regarded him for a long moment.

Then she drew alow stool out from the corner. " Please, come to
here. | will show you how it is to live with woman.”

len hesitated. “You're making fun of me.”

Magda simply waited, looking up at him with her dark, wide-
5,

“The customer, he is gone

N leaned the mop against the wall, “Are you sure?” He sat
carefully on the little stool. He took off his hat. “Now what?"
I sit to your lap.” |

N tugged his sweater down over his stomach. Magda had to
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stand on tiptoe to sit on his lap, Her weight settled uI:. J1t;-:h1ji.l:;
She slipped her arms around his bulk and leaned Iw::| E‘:L F g:mm
his chest. Gler's arms had no place to go but around her
h“j}h-w sat like that for some time, Magda's ear u-:lnshpre.lised
.lgu:nﬁtl his chest as he held her. “1 hear your heart, 5. 3 :1]1:“..
mured. After a while, she added, “Your heart loves you. It is
artror T 3 _" . ’
hd:Ii;:: !TI: :;-;J{hcd.aud surprised. "Whata 51ra:.:guil-r:ng1u:-i;nl.-_
“The thought comes to me just now, when | lm:en._ .
Again they grew quiet. Outside, there was no lml‘l"l.t g:ux‘:;}j:]}-
voices of people passing by, A shovel could be heard scraping
A a sidewalk. _ |
"1“:-:::: 1:?:; his head, He could smell the scent of Magda's ':Ih;k
hair. And he could see a few silver hairs thrr..mmi thr:ugF the
black. I'm holding a woman in my lap. 'm holding Mug: :Ir. q;-iry
lonely cell in his body was absorbing her warmth. He pressed his

lips to the top of her head. R
L Magda murmured something, her head against his chest.

“What did you say?” | .
She didn’t answer. But what she had murmured into his sweater

was, “Thank you, Saint Jude.”

I the darkened theater, Glen and Magda sat huﬁding.hanr.li;h U‘:ll-
dren surrounded them. Every seat in the New York State Theater:

wats filled for the matinee.

Children had come to see The Nutcracker with their parents, 68
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with older brothers and sisters, An entire dancing class sat with
their teacher in the rows in front of Glen and Magda. But no one
made a peep. All eves looked to the stage and its magic. All eyes
sparkled, reflecting the lights and colour of what was being seen,
Everyone gave themselves over to the tantasy of the ballet.

Glen and Magda sat leaning towards each other, their shoulders
touching. Glen had slumped down in his seat. He didn't want to
block the view of the small child behind hi m. Every once in a while
Glen had to wipe his sweaty hand on his pants. But he always took
Magda’s hand into his own again, and gave it a lintle squeeze,

A group of ballerinas was now at centre stage. The dancers were
tall very thin, but with strong muscular legs. And they all wore the
same kind of short, sparkling costume, With perfect timing they
fifted to the points of their pink satin toe shoes, All together their
graceful arms rose above their heads.

It was “The Dance of the sugarplum Fairies™

_f? n their way back to the subway, Glen and Magda walked in
Bppy silence, He'd tucked herarm under his own. They walked at
brslower pace, Once she slipped on the snow and fell against him
ud he caught her, "Are you all right?”

Yes, [ am fine.” But she held more tightly to his arm. Then as
BY passed alow stone wall, she pointed, I would like

-l.lp.h

vou to hel p

stopped. “What for?”
not ask that question. Just help me,
80 off the snow from the stones,

please.” She began to
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“Here, let me do that.”
Then Glen turned to face her. He put his hands under herarms,

“Are you sure?”

She nodded —and was lifted up. Glen held her there, afraid she
might slip, “Now can [ set vou down?”

Magda shook her head. “Not yet.” Her face was level with his.
She was looking directly into his eyes. “Itis time forustoKiss.” She
spoke calmly, in a matter-of-fact voice,

Glen's heart pounded. “1s it?"

Magda nodded, solemn.

He moved closer. He now held her around the waist. It was

strange to have her be so tall. Her kind dark eyes stared into his,
Glen blushed. "You have to close your eyes first.”

She closed them, and waited.
Glen booked into her face: her wide cheekbones, her tull mouth,

her smooth, brown skin. She was offering herself o him. And at
that moment, his heart seemed to crack wide open in his chest. He
loved her, He loved her with all his heart. Magda, this strange,
calm woman from Peru.

He closed hisown eyes, and hislips found hers, Warm, 20 warm
and soft, as the snow fell around them.

MR. BAXTER

Alter that 1errible night in 1962
had not celebrated Chiristigs,

. Nor had they celebrated the next, And by the followin
Lffriulm.u.. his wile had left, She'd wiven up-lnu him. “It's l.limr
pride, Lew, You can’t bear the thought that you're not ||.1._:
pertect cop. You think you failed in your dusty. B whiar
about vour duty to me? I'm your wife, Can'y ':ta-ujn.n iorpive
yourself for what happened thar fgit?™ ' "

But Lew Baxter had turned away from her

‘:'I-'h}' hadd those two children been ot on an iy fire escape
at eight o'clack at night? What God in heaven would lee th jE
FIJF[H:-:I?

But he couldn't bame God. It was 3 maiier of human
errar. Hiis own error, Looking up at the fire cscape thar
fl'i.'l.‘.n"l_l'l}:, night, he'd seen the second child slip and fall
Keeping his head back, Lew had set the first child to the
sidewalk, Then he'd depped bac

« Lew Baxter andd Kig new “-||:;.

kwiands, Irying to judge
where io stand so that he could catch this second ..:hir-ﬁ-!h.n
mow huriled down,

And that's when he'd slipped on the ice.

i




THrER Wise Mex

- light. He pointed towards the hut. * Youw wanna come inside, where
it's warmer?”

Moy, [ like it out here.”

“Okay, just give me a minute, Il get vou the chair”

Nick set the kitchen chair down in the middle of the sidewalk.
*sorry if | kept you awake, man.”

His guest sat down. He pulled his long coat around him.

Nick sat down again on his box, *Yeah, man, it's good you came
along. | was just sitting here feeling sorry for myself. | guess you
could tell by my music.”

“Oht” The string of bare light bulbs was directly overhead.
Harsh shadows hollowed the man's bony face,

It was hard for Nick to look into that face for any length of time.
It was a face so thin that it showed the skull underneath. And the
in was covered with those open sores. It was like looking into a
death mask. [t made him feel uneasy.

Nick looked briefly away. “Man, there's something wrong here.
yvbe I'm not so smart. | don't know a lot of big words vet. But |
when things ain't right.”

Nick felt weighed down with the world's concerns, and his own.
is talk began to ramble. “Here in New York, they got dogs
ssed better than people.” He pointed 1o the corner, *'ve seen
re than one lellow eating out of that trash can. And | met a girl
re, i dancer, she starves herself to be thin.”

The Christmas lights blinked on and off. They flashed their
ours onto the surrounding snow.

Nick stood up. He began to pace. It was past four in the

/

CHRISTMAS EVE

It was now past four in the morming, in the first early hours of
Christmas Eve. The snow seemed to be stopping at last, Only a few
stray flakes drifted down. The sidewalk was freshly swept. Nick
was sitting on a box on the sidewalk, playing his pan-flute, when a
man walked up.

“Excuse me, but | can’t sleep.” The tall, gaunt man stood with
his hands in the pockets of his overcoat. *1 can’t sleep with you
playing that flute.”

Nick looked up. 1t was that tall, thin, bitter man with sores on
his face, The man who'd demanded their best and biggest Christ-
mas tree, since he wouldn't be alive by the New Year,

Nick stood up and slipped the pan-flute into his jacket pocket.
His grey hair was braded, with black ribbons hanging down. The
lines in his handsome face appeared deeper at this hour, in this
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Nick lit a second candle inside the hut. * [ use candles instead of
the lamp.” He blew out the match. “Reminds me of home.”

The candlelight was kind to Nick's guest. It softened the
hollows of his cheeks. His eyes burned dark in their sockets. He
stared at the flame. My lover is in the hospital, over at Saint Vin-
cent’s.” The man pressed his lips together. “He's dyving.” And he
hifted a h{:n}' hiand and waved at his own face with its terrible sores,
“I see,” Nick nodded. "So that’s why you can’t sleep, It wasn't
my flute keeping you awake so much.” Nick then saton the edge of
the table. He rubbed his hands over his face, trying to wipe it all
away. “Yeah, I was over at Saint Vinny's. | took a couple of irees
over. | was asking about this AIDS business. Damn,” he cursed
under his breath. "Even little kids, they need blood, the blood is
bad, they end up sick with this thing. It ain't right. Hey, vou want a
blanket around your shoulders? | got a blanket in the van... No?"
“I'm always cold now.” The man hesitated, then spoke again,
*I've been wondering. Do you really believe aloe vera would
help!” And he pointed to the sores on his face. 1 saw a tube of aloe
vera cream in a health food store.”

“Okay, that's the spirit! But your best bet is to buy an alog plant,
You cut a little picce off, open it up. Inside, there's gonna be this
lly stull, You just smear on a little.” Nick lowered his voice toa
husky whisper. “One thing though...”

“What's that?” Nick's guest leaned forward.

“Betore you cut, you talk to the plant a little, tell him what
ure gonna do. You talk, vou explain. Then the plant is more

morning. It was a time when dark thoughts could accumulate,
And now those dark thowghts spilled out, to a stranger. "What am
I doing here? 1 been selling these trees. They get cut down, and 4
week after Christmas thev're hauled away in a garbage truck”
Nick paused in his pacing. “Here's what [ said to myself. "Nick;,
vou're gonna bring nature into the city, right to the people.” Why, 3
kid living here, he only knows about pavement. He don't know
about the soil.”

Nick sat down on hisbox again. He looked down athis hands in
their ragged gloves with their shortened fingers. “Every day | get
pitch on me from these trees. When you cut them, the pitch comes
out, It's like having their blood on my hands. | dunno. "

Nick was quiet for a moment. Then he looked up, directly into
his guest's gaunt face. He could bear it only for a moment, before
looking away. “50 what do vou think’s the matter with me? You
think I'm lovesick?”

“Aren't we all?®

“Yeah, I'm caught, man. I'm caught, There's this woman, Kate,
She’s got herself engaged to another guy..." Nick's husky voice
dropped even lower. " You think maybe | should give up on her?”

[t was that time of early morning when strangers talk 1o each
other, telling each other about their lives.

“Kate and me, we've got this connection, right? My brains
might not be so quick as hers, but we got this connection, heart to
heart. But when [ called her, she hung up on me. And then ['sent
her a letter.. " Nick sighed. Then he dared another glance at the
man'’s face. “Hey man, you cold? You're shivering, Let's go in.”
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willing to do you a good turn.” Nick parted two fingers and And the coloured lights shine through.” His own eves shone,
worked them like a scissors. “Just take a little snip each time." “Each light shines through with a halo around it.” He was staring
Clackety-clackety, clackety-clackety. The sound quickly rose to at the candle flame. "Do you think that's why they call it angel
a muzfiled roar under them. hair?™
“My god! You live right over the subway trains!”
“Yeah" Nick shouted. “After a while you don't notice the By daylight, it was still snowing. Nick walked through falling
nmoise,” snow over o the Deli. He was on his way 1o buy the maorning's
The roar died away. In the snowy silence, Nick slowly nodded, coftee beans, But he didn’t have the usual bounce in his step, He
“yeah...” Then his voice softened. “50 how's your wolf?” kept thinking about the fellow from the night before, and shaking
“My wolf?” his head.
“Yeah, vour Fraser fir, your Christmas tree. You got it all deco- And he kept thinking about Kate. Beautiful, smart Kate. It was
rated? Lights and everything?” time 1o give up hope, She wasn't coming back to him. He'd lost
“Oh!” The man's face brightened. “Yes, everything. | strung her.
cranberries and popcorn, [t took me hours. Very old-fashioned. The streets were still unplowed. Crossing Greenwich, a path
Oth! And I found some angel hair in a secondhand store. Five was worn through the snow. [t was a narrow path. People had to
boxes of it, from the 50%." He hesitated. “Do you know about step out of the way to let each other pass. By now, Nick had made
angel hair?” friends in the neighbourhood, and he stopped to talk to each one.
“Sure, man, | know about angel hair. What I remember is On a normal day they would have been in a hurry, but not today,
scratching a lot afterwards. I'm telling you, that stuff was itchy.” not with the snow.
Nick stood up, walking over to the doorway of the little hut. Nick wiped the soles of his moccasins on the doormat, This was
“You're gonna have to tell me your boyfriend’s name, so's 1 can ually the favorite moment of his day: when he opened the door
take some fir branches over to him at 5t. Vinny's. Some Balsam to Harry's Deli, The aroma of fresh-roasted coffee would soon il
branches. They'll smell his room up real nice.” Nick looked out i Senses,
from the doorway. "1l be darned, It's snowing again.” A smile Inside, customers stood in line at the counter, It seemed as if
spread on his face. "...Yeah, angel hair. My maother, she always ryone was talking at once in happy chatter. The subject was the
had us kids drape it on the tree, last thing. Looked real pretty.” ow, of course,
“Yes, isn't it beautiful? [1s like a white web spun all over the tree.
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An elderly woman turned to Nick. “This must be like Canada
for you,”

Nick nodded. "Yeah, ain't it beautiful?”

Finally it was Nick’s turn. From behind the counter, Harry
glared at him. “The usual, | suppose.” He weighed out an eighth of
a pound of French roast and poured the beans into the grinder,
Then he tossed in a pinch of Mexican beans, “Oh yeah, you got a
call here vesterday. You're Nick, right? From Canada?™ The
machine whirred noisily.

Nick's heart lifted. “Oh yeah?™

Harry poured the ground coffiee into a small paper sack and
folded it closed. “It was a woman whe called. Said she'd call back
today, same time, Next?” Harry looked to the customer behind
Mick.

“When? What time did she call?”

“What time?” Harry turned towards the rear of the Deli. He
called to his wife. “Ma! What time did that lady call from
Canada?”

“Don't ask me. Around nine yesterday morning, | guess.”

Harry turned back to Nick. " You hear that?” He began measur-
ing out coffee beans for the next customer, *But don't talk long. |
don't want my phone tied up, This is a business | run here.”

Nick returned to the Deliwithin the hour. He was early by a few
minutes. He stood to one side of the cash register, and eyed the
phone. But he couldn't keep still, and he couldn’t keep a grin off
his lace.

13&
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He jumped when the phone finally rang. But it wasn’t Kate. He
handed the receiver over o Harry.

Harry wiped his hands on his apron. "Next time, I'll answer the
phone in my own store.”

When the phone rang again, Harry didn't answer right away. It
rang three times, four times, Nick moved from foot 1o foot in a
nervous dance. His hand itched o reach over and pick up that
phone. Now it was ringing for the fifth time. *Yeah, man,” he mut-
tered, "it’s gotta be her, it’s Kate, calling me.” He was just about to
grab itwhen Harry reached over with a weary sigh. “Harry's Deli.”

Nick watched Harry’s face intently.

“Yeah, just a minute.” Harry held out the phone's receiver. “1t’s
for you. Just keep it short."

Nick cradled the receiver in both hands. “Hey, it's me, Nicki.”
His voice was a husky croon, "1 been missing you, baby... You got
my letter? Yeah? Well, | had Hank help me a little with the spell-
ing... You believe it. Every word. You been in my heart... What?"
Wick’s eyes litup, He grinned with relief. *You do? But what about
the other guy?.... You called it off?”

“Time's up!” bellowed Harry.

Nick pressed the phone receiver to his ear. "What?.... Yeah. But
how'd you know to call here at the Delit... | mentioned it in my
tterf... Yeah, | come in here every morning. The coffee here,
an, it’s the best. This guy, he mixes me a special blend. I'll bring
k a pound... Yeah, whole beans, | know... Yeah. All right. So
at are you doin” awake? It's gotta be six in the morning out
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“To New York," Nick toasted.

Glen raised his cup. “"And to Peru,” he added, with a shy smile.
He'd said nothing to them yet about what had happened, about
the kiss.

Hank’s eyes were teasing, “So Glennie, tell us, what's with your
friend Magda?™

Glen blushed as his smile spread to a grin, “Well, we're serious.”

Hank’s jaw dropped. “You mean, serious?”

Glen blushed even redder.

Nick chuckled to himself and murmured, “Man, he don’t look
serious to me. He looks happy. That's good. Yeah, that's good.”
Then he tipped back his head and looked up at the sky. “To you,
Kate, Kate o my heart.” And he lifted his cup of wine in a silem

toast. Then he added, "And to Frank Sinatra, wherever vou are,
marn.”

where you are... Oh yeah, Calgary, that's only two hours earlier
than here..."

Harry waved his arm at Nick. "Hang up!” But his wife was at his
side. "Let him be, Harry, It's Christmas Eve.”

“Yeah. it's Christmas Eve, and customers will be wanting to call
in their orders.”

Nick plugged his other ear with his finger as he talked into the
phone. “We got some controversy here... | said, con-tro-ver-sy,
That means when people are having a difference of opinion.” Nick
laughed, “Yeah, like you and me. But that's all gonna change.” He
turned 1o look at the steamed-up window of the Deli as he lis-
tened. “Yeah, how'd you know? We got over three feet now, and
it’s still snowing.”

Hank and Glen and Nick sipped their wine, They were standing
outside the hut. It was nine o'clock at night on Christmas Eve, The
rush was over. The sidewalks were deserted. And the streets were
covered with four feet of snow —snow that had finall ¥ E-I:l.!l["pr.‘d.

It was a clear night. Church bells rang out from up on 7th
Avenue,

“To the boss.” Hank held up a cup with a broken handle.

“To the boss,” repeated Glen and Nick.

Hank wiped his mustache with the back of his hand. *Not bad.”
They were drinking the red wine given to them by Lucky’s owner.
Hank took another sip and smacked his lips,

Their full month's wage lay on the table inside the hut: 9,000,
All cash.

The snowstorm had cleared the air. There was a faint glitter of
stars in the sky over New York,

Red wine was again being poured from the bottle, Three bat-
tered cups without handles were filled again,

“Mmm,” murmured Hank. *This warms me right up.”
Church bells rang out ence more in the snowy silence,

“What do you guys think?" asked Glen. “Shall we start taking
down the shelter? No one’s been by for the last half hour,”

A toast to our little house!™ cried Hank.

“How many trees left?” Nick counted. “Looks like five.”
“What about the big one?™
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The three men turned, to look up at the tall fir. The display tree
still blinked its coloured lights.

A woman's high voice called out. “Are we too late? L hope we re
not too late The woman had her family in tow. She pulled her
husband along. A boy followed behind them, holding his little
sister by the hand—a little sister wearing fur earmutfs.

The woman arrived out of breath. *We just came from Christ-
mias Eve service over at the church, We need atree. It's all my fault.
I've been horrid. | always get horrid at Christmas time. [ just get
into a funk. I'm afraid I've made my family suffer once again.” She
looked around at the trees that were left. “1s this all you have, these
short ones? How much are they?” She turned to her husband.
“What do vou think? Which one?”

Shrugging his shoulders, he smiled wearily. " Honey, whatever
vou wanl.”

“I'm not sure... Oh!” The woman caught her breath. “is... is
that one for sale?” And she pointed up at the display tree.

Her husband's voice cut in. “I'm afraid that's bevond our
budget.” . |

The woman gazed up at the tree with longing, ™Yes, of course il
is." She lowered her gaze. And finally she twrned, and looked
directly at Hank. Her face ushed with embarrassment. “You're
the one who brought my daughter home the other night.”

The husband also seemed embarrassed. He held out his hand
to Hank. *We want to thank you again.”

The woman's face twisted. “When [ think what might have hap-
pened to her...”
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“5irf” called Glen, 1 think we can let that tree go for..." He
turned to Nick. “Thirty dollars?™

“Whatever you say, Glennie.”

“That price includes the Christmas lights and the stand” added
Hank.

The husband protested. “You can’t be serious.” He looked up at
the balsam fir. “That must be a $150 tree, at the least! And the
lights toa?™

It took both Hank and Glen to deliver the tree. Glen carried the
butt of the giant fir on his shoulder, and Hank followed behind,
holding up the crown with one hand. The strings of coloured
lights were still wound round and round the huge fir,

Hank’s other hand had been quietly taken by the little girl. $he
wilked beside her elf, with the tail of her snake trailing after,

“Here we are!” cried the woman at the low iron gale,

It was a struggle. The giant fir tilted down three narrow steps
from the sidewalk. It squeezed through a doorway and down a
hall. The children followed the tree’s progress with wide eyes.

Glen lowered the butt in its stand to the living room floor. Then
he walked the tree upright. The very tiptop brushed the high
ceiling.

“It fits!" cried the boy. He hurried over with the end of the cord
plug it in. The lights blinked on. The giant fir filled the room
ith its fragrance.

The small girl stared up at the dazele of coloured lights. She still
ipped Hank’s hand. She wouldn't let it go. “We need a star,” she
urmured.

145




Turer Wise MEx

Her mother |.'r|:I'."I'|_r.'.fli-1 from the kitchen with a Il‘ql:r'-l.'l-fﬂ!-!ﬁhfh and
a bottle of champagne. “Doesn't the tree smell wonderful?
The boy lifted his glass to be filled.
His sister was watching her older brother, “Bubba's going to be
sick,” she announced to Hank.
“Will you be coming back next year?” The woman looked from
Glen to Hank and back again.
The two men exchanged a glance. Their cheeks were already
rosy from the red wine, .
“Well? Can we expect to buy our Christmas tree from you again
next year?”
The girl was tugging Hank's arm.
Hank leaned down. “What is it2”
"We need a star.”
“For the top of the tree?”
She nodded.
Hank straightened. "o you have any coloured tissue paper?
Or wrapping paper?” _
A sheet of shiny gold wrapping paper was found.
“And a pair of scissors?” _
Hank sat on the floor. First he cut out a large square of the
paper. Then he began folding. His fingers were deft. He'd often
made birds, dogs, horses tor Celia out of paper. .
Hank's fingers now folded the gold wrapping paper, folding it
again, and again. By tomorrow night he would be back home, and
he'd make one of these for Celia. He'd make 20 of them!

THREE Wise MEx

“There,” he said, and proudly held out a star, It was a gold star,
with all its sharp points of light.

Back at the hut, Nick stuffed three $100 bills into the old sock on
the shelf. That would pay their electric bill at the Chinese restau-
rant. The rest of the $9,000 now warmed his ankles. He wore the
bills inside his high moceasins, laced up tight with leather thongs.

Nick tried a little test jump, and danced from foot to foot, It
seemed all right. All he had to do was to walk natural. Natural and
relaxed. No big deal. No one would guess that he was wearing
59,000. He grinned down at his ankles. “Yeah, man, this is some
trip.”

He lifted his battered cup from the table and drained the last of
his wine,

Then he took a last look around the hut. His glance lingered on
the garlic braid, hali-gone, that hung from a post. And the little
mirror leaning on the shelf. The wooden liquor cabinet, The FUg.
The heater. The lamp. In an hour or two, this homey little place
would be gone, torn down,

But he couldn’t bear to do it alone. He'd wait for Hank and Glen
1o get back.

Outside, he picked up the broom. The sidewalk didn’t really

eed sweeping. There was only a last skiff of snow. And no one
was around to drop a candy wrapper or a cigarette butt. It was 10
clock at night on Christmas Eve. Everyone had gone home to
ebrate. Even the church bells were quiet, Nick could hear the
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clicking of the signal lights at the intersection. They directed only
ghost traffic,

But Texas Eddy was no ghost. Here he came, shultling down the
sidewalk.

*1 worried you-all might have left already.”

“Hey, not without saying good-bye, right?™

Eddy hitched up the pack on his back. He took a deep drag
from his cigarette and pried it from his lip. "You need anyt hinﬁ
mare? 1 won't charge. 111 be a gift.”

Nick put his hand on Eddy's shoulder. *Stick around. We gotta
take apart this little house of ours. You can have most everything
in it. Whadda you say?™

Eddy lifted his glance to the hut's roof, "What about that blue
tarp?”

“It's yours, Eddy. It's vours.”

Eddy grinned, teeth missing. He ran his hand back over his
matted red hair. He seemed at a loss for words. Then he muttered,
“You know, I've been thinking about what you said.”

Nick leaned an ear close. “What was that?™

“About going back to Texas.”

Nick grinned. “Oh veah?"

Eddy’s pale eves wandered off. He was looking around at the
silent, snow-filled streets. He wiped his nose on the sleeve of his
army jacket. “It's just so pretty here.” He took another deep drag
from his cigarette and blew out a stream of smoke.

Nick choked. coughing. “Hey, man, you gotta blow that stulf
the other way. Phew!” Then he tugged ar Eddy’s sleeve. "Come on,
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let’s go check this oul,” and he nodded towards Greenwich
Avenue,

Two teenagers were kicking a hacky-sack back and forth under
the streetlamp at the corner. They wore only T-shirts and jeans
and running shoes,

Without 2 word, Nick joined them in their game. He was light
on his teet, hitting the little leather sac with the side of his ankle.
The hacky-sack arced into the air. One of the teenagers caught it
with a thrust of his knee.

Eddy had propped himself against the lamppost w wartch. He
hadn't had enough sleep the night before, His eyes were half-
closed. He seemed to be dozing as he called out 1o Nick in a sleepy
voice. "You-all gonna play your flute tonight before you go?™

“Yeah, one last time, just for vou Eddy. But I'm busy here now.”

On the sidewalk cleared of snow, Nick and the two teenagers
hopped back and forth, The small leather sac leapt in the air from
one (o another of the players.

Nick's wide grin lit up his face. He danced back and forth in his
high moccasins, the 39,000 warming his ankles.

He was almost out of breath when something red caught his
eve. A red coat. A woman was walking across Greenwich, along
the path dug through the snow. She was a beautiful woman. Nick
appreciated beautitul women. “Whoa!™ he gasped, kicking the
hacky-sack back 1o one of the teenagers.

The woman had long, thick reddish brown hair, Her short red
coat swung around her as she approached. She wore red lipstick
the colour of her coat,
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sack sailed past him and fell 1o the sidewalk. “Kate? Kate, is that

“1 don’t believe it.” Nick gasped. He stopped short. e hacky-

you? Am | seein’ things?”

She was a small, trim woman. She stepped up to the cu rir and
came towards him. She was smiling, watching his FEaction.

Mick hadn't moved. He squeered his eyes shut, and opened
them again as she stepped into his arms. She fit perfectly.

“Kate? But how'd you get here, with all this snow? | was just
talkin' with vou this morning, and now..." Nick whistled low,
“Man, this is like a miracle.”

Kate tilted her head back, smiling into Nick's face. "1 ok a
plane, and a helicopter, and the subway. It’s not a miracle. It's
called ‘money.

Then she looked over her shoulder. "Who's that old man? He
seems to know you.”

‘The man was coming acrass 7th Avenue, taking slow careful
steps. He waved his cane. “Wail!” he called.

Kate looked back at Nick. Her eyes sparkled. “1've reserved a
room for us at the Plaza Hotel.”

The man with the cane called from the curb in a hoarse voice.
“Wait! I"'m going to buy a Christmas tree.” But now he hesitated at
the corner curb. He was looking down at his feet, unsure.

Texas Eddy saw this. He'd been leaning against the lamppist al
the corner with his eyes half-shut. But now he woke up enough 0
reach out a helping hand. He braced the older man's elbow and
steadied him as he stepped from the street up onto the sidewalk.

“Thank you,” the man muttered, as if embarrassed 10 need
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help. He walked towards Nick and Kate with slow and careful
steps. He seemed quite concerned about slipping, He cast aglance
at the teenagers, hopping back and forth on the snowy sidewalk.

Then he nodded to Nick. “I've heard you pl;u.-inp_l your flute
this last month.” - '

Nick grinned. "Oh yeah?”

“Yes, 1..." The older man looked away for 2 moment, as if
embarrassed. °I seem to be buying a Christmas tree.” Then he
turned back to Nick. “Am [ too late?”

Nick still held Kate in her red coat tightly in his arms, His low
chuckle was for her. He looked into her eyes. “Hev, no, man,
you're not too late,” .

Then he called over his shoulder to the corner. “Hey, Eddy, you
do me a favor, man?" - o
Eddy’s eye's flicked open, He'd been dozing again at the lamp-
post. Now he slowly came to join them. A lit cigarette butt hung
trom his lip. ;
L . " " ;
Ihis here is Texas Eddy, he's a friend of mine. He's gonna
carry your tree home for you.” Nick grinned. “Am 1 right, Eddy?”
Eddy smiled, showing his missing teeth, “Sure.” -
Uhe man with the cane looked Eddy up and down. Then he
nodded. “That would be very kind of vou.”
Eddy’s a good man. He'll take good care of vou, just tell him
where you live.”
“I live up there, across 7th.” i
p there, across 7th." And the man pointed his cane
towards the building across the street. He pointed to the window

LN
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above the sign that read “With Pain, or Without Pain.” Again he
looked Eddy over, as if doubting his strength. 7l live on the third
floor.”

“Hey, Eddy.” Nick called. “Take any of those trees over by the
fence. He's got his pick. They're free tonight.” N ick was now being
tugged down the sidewalk by Kate. He said, “Babe, | gotta tear
down this hut first, me and the boys.”

Meanwhile, Eddy lifted one of the small balsam firs to his
shoulder. “Let's go.”

Eddy and the man with the cane now started across Tth
Avenue, Snow was piled high on either side of the path.

“I don't really need this cane to walk,” said the man. “I only use
it when the streets are slippery.”

Eddy said nothing. He seemed happy to be carrying the tree,
happy and proud. The tragrant branches brushed against his
cheek and neck.

The older man kept his ¢ye on the path, checking for ice or any
slippery patch. He shook his head. “That smell, of a Christmas
tree, it brings back painful memories.”

“Yeah.” nodded Eddy, as if they were in agreement. ”IUs a nice
smell.”

“1 don't really like Christmas,” muttered the man with the cane.

a1 liked Christmas when 1 was a kid,” said Eddy, and drew ina
deep puft from his cigaretie.

They were now halfway across 7th. The corner streetlights
shone down on their two figures, and on the guivering green
branches of the fir.
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[ I'!'IIJF[ becra i"-'!.'.g-.'l!]inj.'Jh'E‘i tres. [ don't know what CAME OVer
me, after all these years.”

Eddy turned his head, peering through the branches of the fir

You got a cigaretiet” |

The old man tumed 1o look at Eddy. “But you're already

stmoking a cigarette." | . -
bl e L b "

I am?” Eddy murmured. "Oh veah.” And with his tongue he

ficked the cigarette butt from his lip. The glowing butt landed in a
stiowbank with a sizale. .

“That fellow called you “Texas Eddy.”
I-.d-::h:.'grinm-d. nodding, “Yeah, he's a funny guy.” By now Eddy
had offered his arm to the man. - -

1 I.-.-H:' Baxter leaned on it for support. “My mother came from
lexas,” he murmured.
“0Oh yeah? Whereabouts?™

.-;Hd the two men proceeded at a slow, careful pace to the far
curh,




